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\ \ HEN THE PHONE RANG, AL- 


ana was almost relieved. Though it was before 
dawn, she was wide awake. Since she had 
come back from Broken Mountain, she had 
slept very little, and never peacefully. 

Kicking aside the tangled sheets, Alana 
turned toward the phone. It was too early for 
anyone she knew on the West Coast to be up 
and about. That meant it was probably her 
brother in Wyoming calling to see how she 
was. 

Calling to see if she remembered what had 
happened on Broken Mountain. 

“Hello,” Alana said, keeping her voice 
steady with an effort. 
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“Sis? Is that you?” 

“Hi, Bob. How’s Merry?” 

“Counting the weeks until February,” said 
Bob, laughing. ‘If she gets much bigger, we'll 
have to put her in a stall with the brood 
mares.” 

Alana smiled at the thought of petite, blond 
Merry tucked into one of the heated stalls Bob 
kept for his prize mares. 

“Better not let Merry hear you say that,” 
Alana warned. 

‘Hell, it was her idea.” Bob paused, then 
said, “Sis?” 

Alana’s hand tightened on the phone. She 
had heard that tone before, little brother to big 
sister, a smile and affectionate wheedling. 

He wanted something from her. 

“When are you coming home?” Bob asked 
bluntly. 

Alana’s heart began to beat too fast. She 
didn’t know how to tell her brother that she 
was frightened by the thought of returning to 
the ranch where Broken Mountain rose 
steeply, mantled in ice and darkness. 

Before her last trip to Broken Mountain, 
Alana had loved the ranch, the mountains, the 
silence, the heights, and the clouds swirling 
overhead. She had loved the memories of Ra- 
fael Winter—Rafe reflected in every lake, 
every fragrant forest, sunsets and sunrises 
Sweeping across the land like fire, the wind’s 
keening harmonies echoing the music Rafe 
had made on his harmonica. 

Alana had come to love the land even more 
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because she and Rafe had been part of it, lov- 
ers suspended between sky and mountains, 
more beautiful than either, timeless, burning 
with the sun. 

But now those mountains terrified Alana. 

Now the memories of Rafe were a brittle, 
cutting armor that she pulled around her like 
the colors of dawn, hoping to drive away the 
horror and darkness that crawled up out of the 
abyss of those six missing days. 

“T don’t—’” Alana began. 

Her brother interrupted before she could re- 
fuse. 

“T’ve already talked to your agent,’ Bob 
said cheerfully. ‘‘He told me you've refused to 
accept any concerts and won’t even look at the 
songs he sends to you.” 

“Yes, but— “ 

Bob kept talking. 

“So don’t tell me how busy you are,” he 
said. “If you’re writing songs again, you can 
write them just as well here. Better. You al- 
ways did your best work here.” 

With a conscious effort, Alana loosened her 
grip on the phone. She had no more excuses, 
so she said nothing. 

“Sis? I need you here.” 

“Bob, I don’t think—” Alana began. 

Then her voice broke. 

“Don’t say no,” Bob said urgently. “You 
don’t even know what I want yet.” 

And you don’t know what I want, Alana 
thought rebelliously. You’ve never even asked 
if I want something. 
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The words went no further than Alana’s 
thoughts, a silent cry of need. Yet even as the 
cry echoed in her mind, she recognized its un- 
fairness. 

What she needed, Bob couldn’t provide. She 
needed warmth and reassurance, safety and a 
man’s hard strength standing between her and 
the abyss, protecting her until she knew what 
had happened and could protect herself once 
more. | 

She needed love waiting instead of ter- 
ror. She needed a dream to banish a night- 
mare. 

She needed Rafael Winter. 

But Rafe was just a dream. The nightmare 
was real. 

With a deep breath, Alana gathered herself 
and set about living in her new world just as 
she always had lived. Alone, depending only 
on herself. 

She had done this many times before, the 
deep breath and the determination to do the 
best she could with what she had, no matter 
how little that seemed to be when the night- 
mare descended like a storm. 

“What do you want?” Alana asked softly. 

“You know cash has always been a problem 
with the ranch,” Bob said quickly. ‘“Land poor, 
as they say. Well, Merry and I had this idea 
for a classy—and I mean classy—dude opera- 
tion. High-country fishing safaris for people 
who can pay high prices.” 

Alana made a neutral sound. 

“We had it all planned, all lined up, all our 
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ducks in a row,” Bob said. ‘Our first two cus- 
tomers are very exclusive travel agents. Their 
clientele list reads like Who’s Who. Everything 
was going great for us, and then...” 

“And then?’ Alana prompted. 

“Merry got pregnant,” Bob said simply. “I 
mean, we’re both happy, we’ve been trying for 
two years, but...” 

“But what?” 

‘“‘Dr. Gene says Merry can’t go on the pack 
trip.” 

Mg that a problem?” 

“Hell, yes. She was going to be our cook and 
entertainer and general soother, take the rough 
edges off. You know what I mean, sis.” 

“Yes. I know.” 

It was the same role Alana had played in 
the family since she was thirteen and her 
mother died, leaving behind three boys, a dev- 
astated husband, and a daughter who had to 
grow up very quickly. That was when Alana 
had learned about reaching down into herself 
for the smile and the touch and the comfort 
that the people around her needed. She had 
rebuilt the shattered family as best she could, 
for she, too, needed the haven and the laugh- 
ter and the warmth. 

“It will really be more like time off than a 
job,” coaxed Bob. 

Alana heard the coaxing, but it didn’t move 
her nearly as much as the disturbing thread of 
urgency beneath the soft tone. 

“Riding and fishing and hiking in the high 
country just like we used to do. You'll love it, 
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sis! I just know it. A real vacation for you.” 

Alana throttled the harsh laugh that was 
clawing at her throat. 

Vacation, she thought, shuddering. In the 
mountains that nearly killed me. In the moun- 
tains that still come to me in nightmares. 

Oh, God, that’s some vacation my little 
brother has planned for me! 

“Sis,” Bob coaxed, “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t 
really need you. [ don’t have anywhere else to 
turn. The pack trip is all set and the two dudes 
are here. Please?”’ 

Unexpectedly, a vivid memory of Rafe came 
to Alana.... Late summer, a narrow trail go- 
ing up Broken Mountain, a lame horse, and a 
saddle that weighed nearly as much as she 
did. She had been leading the horse, dragging 
the saddle, and watching the silent violence of 
clouds billowing toward a storm. At fifteen, 
she knew the dangers of being caught on an 
exposed ridge in a high-country cloudburst. 

Without warning, lightning had come down 
so close to her that she smelled the stink of 
scorched rock. Thunder came like the end of 
the world. Her horse had screamed and 
reared, tearing the reins from her hand. Then 
the horse’s lameness had been overridden by 
terror. The animal had bolted down the moun- 
tainside, leaving her alone. 

She, too, had been terrified, her nostrils 
filled with the smell of lightning and her ears 
deafened by thunder. Then she had heard 
someone calling her name. 

Rafe had come to her across the talus slope, 
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riding his plunging, scrambling horse with the 
strength and grace she had always admired. 
He had lifted her into the saddle in front of 
him and spurred his horse back down the 
slope while lightning arced around the moun- 
tain. 

Sheltered in a thick growth of spruce, she 
had waited out the storm with Rafe, wearing 
his jacket and watching him with the eyes of 
a child-woman who was more woman and 
less child with every breath. 

On Broken Mountain Alana had found first 
fear, then love, and finally horror. 

She wondered if there was another balance 
to be discovered on Broken Mountain, oppo- 
sites joined in harmony, freeing her from 
nightmare. 

The possibility shimmered through Alana 
like dawn through night, transforming every- 
thing. 

“Sis? Say something.” 

Alana was appalled to hear herself take a 
deep breath and say calmly, “Of course I'll 
help you.” 

She didn’t hear Bob’s whoop of victory, his 
assurances that he wouldn’t tell any of the 
dudes that she was the famous singer Jilly, his 
gratitude that she was helping him out. She 
didn’t hear anything but the echoes of her own 
terrifying decision to go back to Broken Moun- 
tain. 

As though Bob sensed how fragile Alana’s 
agreement was, he began speaking quickly. 

“Y’ve got you booked on the afternoon flight 
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to Salt Lake. From there, you’re booked on a 
little feeder flight into the airport here. Got a 
pencil?” 

Bemused, Alana stared at the phone. The 
simple fact that Bob had thought to take care 
of the details of her transportation was so un- 
usual as to be overwhelming. It wasn’t that 
Bob was thoughtless; he was very considerate 
of Merry, to the point that he was almost too 
protective. 

Alana, however, had always been taken for 
granted in the manner that parents and older 
siblings often are. 

“Sis,” Bob said patiently, ‘““do you have a 
pencil? He’ll skin me if I louse this up.” 

“He?” asked Alana as she went through the 
drawer in her bedside table looking for a pen- 
cil. “Who will skin you alive?” 

There was a static-filled silence. Then Bob 
laughed abruptly. 

‘The travel agent who made the arrange- 
ments,” he said. ‘‘Who else? Ready?’ 

“Hold your horses,” Alana muttered. 

She found a pencil, grabbed a credit card 
receipt, turned it over, and wrote down the 
flight numbers and times. 

“But that’s today!”’ she protested. 

“Told you we needed you.” 

_ “That’s not much warning, little brother.” 
“That's the whole idea,’” Bob muttered. 
“What?” 

“Nothing. Just be sure you’re on that plane 
or my butt is potato salad.” 

“Bob,” Alana began. 
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“Thanks, sis,’” he said quickly, talking over 
her. ““You won't regret it. If anyone can pull it 
off, he can.” 

“Thah?’ 

Alana felt as though she was missing half 
the conversation, and the most important half 
at that. 

“He who?” she asked. 

“Damn,” Bob said beneath his breath. 

“The travel agent?” Alana guessed. 

“Yeah, the travel agent. He’s something 
else,” said Bob dryly. “See you tonight, sis. 
‘Bye.” 

Before Alana could say good-bye, the line 
was dead. 

She stood and stared at the receiver 
clenched in her hand. Silently she asked her- 
self why she had agreed to do something that 
terrified her. 

She was a fool to let warm memories of Rafe 
Winter lure her back to the icy source of night- 
mare. She didn’t even know if Rafe was in 
Wyoming. In the past, Rafe’s job had taken 
him all over the world. His time at the Winter 
ranch had been limited to a few weeks now 
and then. 

It had been enough, though. Alana had 
learned to love Rafe and to accept his ab- 
sences. She had learned to live for the day 
when he would come home and marry her 
and she would never cry for him at night 
again. 

And then Rafe had died. 

Or so the Pentagon had said. 
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The phone began to make whooping noises, 
telling Alana that the receiver had been off the 
hook too long. She hung up and stared at the 
phone. 

It was deep red, like the flowers in the Span- 
ish tile that covered the kitchen counters. Red, 
like the wildflowers that grew high on the 
mountain slopes. 

Red. Like blood. 

“Did I see Jack die on Broken Mountain?” 
Alana whispered. “Is that what my mind re- 
fuses to remember?” 

With a shudder, she jerked away from the 
bright red telephone. 

Rubbing her arms to chase away the chill 
that had been with her since Broken Mountain, 
Alana walked quickly to the closet. She pulled 
on jeans and an old cotton blouse. From habit, 
she buttoned the blouse completely, conceal- 
ing the delicate gold chain that Rafe had given 
her years before. 

As always, Alana’s fingertip lingered on the 
tiny symbol of infinity that was part of the chain. 

Love ever after, love without end. 

A beautiful dream. 

Reality was six days missing from her life 
and a nightmare whose end she was still try- 
ing to find. 

Slowly Alana walked into the kitchen. With 
hands that wanted to tremble, she plugged in 
the coffeepot, scrambled two eggs, and but- 
tered a piece of toast. She forced herself to eat 
and drink, to clean up after herself, to do all 
the things normal people did. 
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An untidy stack of papers on the kitchen 
counter caught Alana’s eye. Unhappily she 
looked at them. She should read the song sheets 
~ her agent had sent over. New songs. Solo mate- 
rial for the sole survivor of the Jack ’n’ Jilly duo. 
Alana should read the music, but she 
wouldn't, for she no longer could sing. 

That was the most bitter loss, the most un- 
bearable pain. Before Broken Mountain, she 
had been able to draw songs around her like 
colors of love chasing away the gray of lone- 
liness and the black of despair. 

Alana had taken her love for a man she be- 
lieved was dead and transformed that love 
into song. Singing had been her greatest plea- 
sure, her reason for living after she was told 
that Rafe was dead. 

Jack Reeves hadn’t loved her, but she had al- 
ways known that. Nor had Alana loved him. 
Theirs had been a business marriage, pure and 
simple. Jack loved fame and Jilly loved singing. 

Now Jack was dead and Jilly could sing 
only in her dreams. And in her dreams it was 
Rafe’s harmonica that accompanied her, not 
Jack’s flawless tenor. 

Awake, she had no music in her. 

It wasn’t stage fright. Even now, Alana 
wasn’t afraid of being in front of people. Nor 
was she afraid of the savage doggerel that 
would be running through the fans’ minds as 
they watched her. 


Jack ’n’ Jilly 
Went up the hilly 
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To fetch a pail of vodka. 

Jack fell down 

And broke his crown, 

And Jilly lost her mind. - 


Alana had listened to it all before, read it in 
print a hundred times, heard it whispered. She 
could face that. 

But she couldn’t face opening her lips and 
feeling her throat close with terrible finality, as 
though there were no more songs in her now 
and never would be again. Nothing but 
screams and the silence of death. 

Uneasily Alana looked around, barely recog- 
nizing her surroundings. Even though she had 
lived in the Oregon apartment for three weeks, 
the place was neither comfortable nor familiar 
to her. It certainly wasn’t as real to her as the 
nightmare about Broken Mountain. 

But then, nothing was. 

Abruptly Alana walked toward the wall of 
glass that opened onto a small patio. She stood 
near the glass, trying to shake off the residue 
of nightmare and death, fear and mistakes, 
and most of all a past that was beyond her 
ability to change. 

Or even to understand. 

“T’ll remember what happened someday,” 
Alana whispered. ‘Won't I?” 
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Le A RAGGED BREATH, 
Alana forced herself to look at the dawn that 
was etching the room in shades of rose and 
vermilion, gold and translucent pink. The Sep- 
tember sun’s radiant warmth was like a mir- 
acle after the endless hours of night. 

Alana found herself staring at her reflection 
in the glass as she often had since Broken 
Mountain, searching for some outer sign of the 
six-day gap in her memory. Nothing showed 
on the outside. She looked the same as she had 
before she had gone up the mountain with the 
worst mistake of her life—her singing partner, 
Jack Reeves. 

The singing hadn’t been the mistake. The 
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marriage of convenience had. He had always 
pushed for more. She had always wished for 
less. He had wanted a reconciliation. She had 
wanted only an end to a marriage that never 
should have begun. So they had gone up Bro- 
ken Mountain together. 

Only one of them had come back. 

No visible marks of the ordeal in the moun- 
tains remained on Alana’s five-foot, five-inch 
body. Her ankle had healed. It ached only 
when it was cold. The bruises and welts and 
cuts were gone, leaving no scars. She no 
longer had to diet to fit into the slender image 
demanded by the public. Since Broken Moun- 
tain, her appetite was gone. 

But it wasn’t something that showed. 

Alana leaned forward, staring intently at her 
nearly transparent reflection in the sliding 
glass door. Everything still looked the same. 
Long legs, strong from a childhood spent hik- 
ing and riding in Wyoming’s high country. 
Breasts and waist and hips that were neither 
large nor small. Her skin was a golden brown. 
Nothing unusual. Nothing at all. 

‘Surely something must show on the out- 
side,” Alana told her reflection. ‘I can’t just 
lose my singing partner and six days of my 
life and wonder about my sanity and not have 
any of it show.” 

Yet nothing did. 

Though Alana’s eyes were too dark, too 
large, too haunted, her mouth still looked as 
though it was curved around a secret inner 
smile. Her hair was still black and glossy, di- 
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vided into two thick braids that fell to her 
waist. 

Alana stared at her braids for a long mo- 
ment, realizing for the first time that some- 
thing about them made her... uneasy. 

She had never particularly liked having long 
hair, but she had accepted it as she had ac- 
cepted the nickname Jilly, both necessary parts 
of the childlike image that audiences loved to 
love. The image went with her voice, clear and 
innocent, as supple and pure as a mountain 
stream. ... 


Water rushing down, cold, and darkness wait- 
ing, lined with rocks, ice and darkness closing 
around, clouds seething overhead, lightning lanc- 
ing down, soundless thunder. 

Fear. 

It was too cold, no warmth anywhere, only fear 
hammering on her, leaving her weak. 

She tried to run, but her feet weighed as much 
as the mountains and were as deeply rooted in the 
earth. Each step took an eternity. Try harder, move 
faster, or get caught. 

She must run! 

But she could not. 

She was broken and bleeding, screaming down 
the night, running, stumbling, sprawling, and then 
lifted high, she was falling, she spun and screamed, 
falling.... 


Alana’s heart beat wildly, responding to the 
fragment of nightmare turning in her mind. 
“Stop it!” she told herself fiercely, seeing the 
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reflection of her terror in dawn-tinted glass 
and sliding black shadows. 

She took several deep breaths, bringing her- 
self under control, telling herself that she had 
to stop treating her nightmare as though it was 
real. It wasn’t. 

The nightmare was simply a creation of her 
mind as it dealt with the horror of Jack’s death 
in a mountain storm, and her own near death 
from exposure and the fall that had left her 
bruised and beaten. 

That was what Dr. Gene had told Alana, 
and she had trusted his gravelly voice and 
gentle smile for as long as she could remem- 
ber. He had said that her amnesia, while un- 
usual, was not pathological. It was a survival 
reflex. When her mind felt she was strong 
enough to remember the details of her hus- 
band’s death and her own suffering as she 
clawed her way down Broken Mountain, then 
she would remember. 

And if she never remembered? 

That, too, was all right, he had assured her. 
Alana was young. She was healthy. She could 
go out and make a new life for herself. 

Alana’s lips twisted bitterly as she remem- 
bered the conversation. It had been easy for 
Dr. Gene to say. He wasn’t the one whose 
mind was turning six missing days into end- 
less nightmares. 

It wasn’t that Alana missed her dead hus- 
band. She and Jack had been two very sepa- 
rate people bound together by the accident of 
perfect harmony. That was enough for a suc- 
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cessful singing career. It wasn’t enough for a 
successful marriage. 

Yet sometimes Alana couldn’t help feeling 
that maybe, just maybe, if she had done some- 
thing different, Jack might have been different. 
If she had tried harder or not so hard. If she 
had been weaker or not quite as strong. If she 
had cared for Jack more or pitied him less... 

Maybe it could have worked for the two of 
them. 

But even as the thought came, Alana knew 
it was a lie. The only way she might have 
loved Jack was if she had never met Rafe Win- 
ter, never loved and lost him; Rafe, with his 
laughter and his passion and his gentle, know- 
ing hands. 

She had loved Rafe since she was fifteen, 
had been engaged to him when she was nine- 
teen. And they had become lovers when she 
was twenty. 

Rafael, dark hair and amber eyes glowing, 
watching her change as he touched her. Her 
fingers had looked so slender against the male 
planes of his face, the sliding sinew and mus- 
cle of his arms. His strength always surprised 
her, as did his quickness, but she had never 
been afraid with him. Rafe could hold her, 
could surround her softness with his power, 
and she felt no fear, only a consuming need to 
be closer still, to be held tighter, to give herself 
to him and to take him in return. 

With Rafe there had only been beauty. 

Then, four years ago, the Pentagon had told 
Alana that Rafael Winter had died. They had 
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told her nothing more than that. Not where 
her fiancé had died. Not how. Certainly not 
why. Just the simple fact of his death. . 

It was a fact that had destroyed Alana. 
Never again would the lyric beauty of Rafe’s 
harmonica call to her across the western night. 
Never again would her voice blend with that 
of the silver instrument that sang so superbly 
in Rafe’s hands. She had sung with Rafe for 
pleasure and had known no greater beauty ex- 
cept making love with him, bodies and minds 
sharing an elemental harmony that surpassed 
everything, even song. 

Alana had been empty after Rafe’s death. 
She had cared for nothing. Even life. When the 
minutes and hours without Rafe had piled up 
one by one, dragging her down into darkness, 
she had turned instinctively to a singing career 
as her only salvation, her only way to hold on 
to the love she had lost. 

Singing meant Jack Reeves, the man she had 
sung with in all the little cafés and fairs and 
roadhouses, the man for whom singing was a 
business rather than a pleasure. Jack had 
measured Alana’s vulnerability, her despera- 
tion, and then he had calmly told her that 
there would be no more duets unless she mar- 
ried him and left the high plains for the high 
life in the city. 

Alana had resisted marriage, wanting no 
man but the one who was dead. 

Then the hours without Rafe had heaped 
into the hundreds, a thousand, fifteen hundred 
...and she had agreed to become Jack’s wife 
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because she must do something or go insane. 
Rafe was dead. There was nothing left but the 
singing career that Jack had badgered Alana 
for even while Rafe was alive. 

So Alana had left the high plains and moun- 
tains of Wyoming, hoping that in another part 
of the world she wouldn’t hear Rafe in every 
summer silence, sense him in every moonrise, 
feel his heat in the warmth of the sun. 

She had married Jack, but it was a marriage 
in name only. With Jack Reeves there had been 
nothing but an emptiness Alana had tried to 
fill with songs. 

Then, a year ago, she had been told that Ra- 
fael Winter was alive. 

Rafe wasn’t the one who told her. Rafe had 
never called her, never written, never in any 
way contacted the woman he once had said he 
loved. 

Now it was Jack who was dead, killed four 
weeks ago by the wild country he had de- 
spised. Alana had been with Jack on Broken 
Mountain when he died. She didn’t remember 
it. Those six days were a blank wall. 

Behind that wall, fear seethed and rippled, 
trying to break free. 

Alana closed her eyes, unable to face their 
dark reflection in the glass door. Rafe was 
dead and then not dead. Jack was dead now 
and forever. 

Her love for Rafe, undying. 

With a smali sound, Alana closed her eyes, 
shutting out her reflection. 

“Enough of that,” she told herself sharply. 
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‘Stop living in the past. Stop tearing yourself 
up over things you can’t change.” 

She opened her eyes, confronting herself in 
yet another reflection, another window dawn 
hadn’t yet made transparent. She looked like 
a mountain deer caught in the instant of still- 
ness that precedes wild flight. Long brown 
limbs and brown eyes that were very dark, 
very wide, wild. 

A black braid slid over Alana’s shoulder 
and swung against the glass as she leaned for- 
ward. She brought the other braid forward 
over her shoulder, too. It was a gesture that 
had become automatic; when her braids hung 
down her back she pulled them forward. 

That way if she had to run suddenly, the 
braids wouldn’t fly out behind her, twin black 
ropes, perfect handles for something to grab 
and hold her and lift her up, trapped, weightless, 
falling, she was falling— 

Alana choked off the scream clawing at her 
throat as she retreated to the kitchen. Her re- 
flection looked back at her from the window 
over the kitchen sink. 

Without looking away from her reflection, 
Alana groped in a nearby drawer. Her fingers 
closed around the handle of a long carving 
knife. The honed blade glittered as she pulled 
it out of the drawer. 

She lifted the knife until the blunt side of 
the blade rested against her neck just below 
her chin. Calmly, deliberately, she began slic- 
ing through her left braid. The severed hair fell 
soundlessly to the floor. With no hesitation, 
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she went to work on the right braid. 

When Alana was finished she shook her 
head, making her hair fly. The loose, natural 
curls that had been imprisoned beneath the 
weight of the braids were suddenly set free. 
Wisps of hair curved around her face, framing 
it in soft, shiny black. Her brown eyes glowed 
darkly, haunted by dreams. 

Abruptly Alana realized what she had 
done. She stared at the long black braids on 
the floor, the steel knife in her hand, the re- 
flection in the window that no longer looked 
like Jilly. 

The knife dropped to the floor with a me- 
tallic clatter. 

Alana stared at herself and wondered if she 
had finally gone crazy. 

She ran from the kitchen to the bedroom. 
There she pulled her few things out of draw- 
ers and off hangers, packing haphazardly. It 
didn’t matter. Most of her clothes were still in 
L.A. or at the ranch, left there in anticipation 
of weeks spent with her brother and Merry. 

Alana had been too frightened to go back to 
the ranch and pack after she had fled from the 
hospital. She had simply run to Portland, a 
city she had never lived in, hoping to leave the 
nightmare behind her. 

It hadn’t worked. 

As Alana packed, she kept looking at the 
bedroom telephone. She wanted to call Bob, 
say that she had changed her mind, and then 
hang up before he could object. 

Yet each time she reached for the phone, she 
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thought of Rafael Winter, a dream to balance 
her nightmare. She used memories of Rafe like 
a talisman to draw the terror from her six 
missing days. 

The greatest pleasure and the greatest hor- 
ror in Alana’s life had both taken place on Bro- 
ken Mountain. Perhaps they would simply 
cancel each other, leaving her free to go on 
with her life. Neutral, balanced. 

No memories of the man she had loved, or 
of the husband she had not. No memories of 
the lover who had died and then come back, 
or of the husband who had died and would 
never come back. 

Rafe, who came to her in dreams. 

Jack, who came to her in nightmares. 

When Alana finally picked up the phone, it 
was to call a nearby beauty salon and make 
an appointment to have her hair styled. The 
utterly normal activity reassured her. 

By the time Alana got on the airplane, she 
felt more calm. Tonight she would be home. If 
nightmares stalked her, it would be down the 
familiar corridors of her childhood home 
rather than the strange hallways of a rented 
apartment. 

She held to that thought as she switched 
planes in Salt Lake City and settled in for the 
flight to Wyoming. When the flight attendant 
offered her a newspaper, she took it automat- 
ically. As she flipped through the pages, a 
headline in the entertainment section caught 
her eye: Jack ‘n’ Jilly’s Last Song. 

Though Alana’s stomach tightened just at 
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the headline, she knew she would read the ar- 
ticle. She had read everything written about 
Jack’s death, even the most sleazy imaginings 
of the yellow press. She would read this article 
too, because she could not help herself. 

It had been a month since Jack’s death. A 
month since the gap in Alana’s memory had 
appeared. She kept hoping that someone, 
somewhere, would know more about Jack’s 
death than she did, that a word or a phrase in 
an article would trigger something in her 
mind and the six days would spill through, 
freeing her from nightmare. 

Or sending her into a more terrifying one. 

There was always that possibility lurking in 
the twisting shadows of Alana’s mind. Dr. 
Gene had suggested that there could be horrors 
Alana didn’t imagine, even in her nightmares. 

Amnesia could be looked at in many ways. 
Gift of a kind God. Survival reflex. Fountain- 
head of horror. All of them and none of them. 
But fear was always there, pooled in shadows, 
waiting for night. 

Maybe Dr. Gene was right. Maybe she 
would be better off not remembering. 

Impatiently Alana shoved the unwelcome 
thought away. Nothing could be worse than 
not trusting her own mind, her own courage, 
her own sanity. 

Since her mother had died, Alana had al- 
ways been the strong one, the one who saw 
what had to be done and did it. Then Rafe had 
died and Alana had been destroyed. 

Music was her only solace after Rafe died. 
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With music she wove glowing dreams of 
warmth, of his laughter, and of a love that 
could only be sung, not spoken. 

With song, Alana had survived even Rafe’s 
death. 

She could do whatever she had to. She had 
proved that in the past. Somehow, she would 
prove it again. She would survive. 

Somehow. 

Alana shook out the paper, folded it care- 
fully, and began to read. 

The first part of the story was a review of 
the Jack ’n’ Jilly album that had just been re- 
leased. The rest of the article was a simple re- 
cital of the facts of Jack’s death. 

A month ago, Jack and Jilly Reeves had gone 
on a pack trip in the Wyoming backcountry. An 
early winter storm had caught them. They had 
tried to get out, but only Jilly had made it. Jack 
had been killed in a fall. Somehow Jilly had 
managed to hobble down the mountain on a 
badly wrenched ankle until she had reached a 
fishing cabin and radioed for help. 

Even so, she had nearly died of exposure. 
The experience had been so traumatic that she 
had no memory of the time she spent crawling 
down the mountain. 

Hysterical amnesia, brought on by hus- 
band’s accidental death, said the doctor. Ap- 
parently Sheriff Mitchell had agreed, for the 
autopsy listed the cause of Jack’s death as a 
broken neck sustained in a fall. 

Accidental. 

Nothing new. Nothing unexpected. Nothing 
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to fill the horrifying gap six days had left in 
Alana’s mind. Yet still she reread the article, 
searching for the key to her amnesia. 

She didn’t find it. She was neither surprised 
nor disappointed. 

As the plane slid into its landing pattern, 
Alana sat up and nervously ran her fingers 
through her hair. Her head felt strange, light, 
no longer anchored by dense black braids. The 
stylist had transformed the remnants of her 
knife-cut hair into a gently curling cap that 
softened but didn’t wholly conceal the taut 
lines of Alana’s face. The result was arrest- 
ing—glossy midnight silk framing an intelli- 
gent face that was haunted by loss and 
nightmare. 

The small commercial plane touched down 
with a slight jerk. A few eager trout fishermen 
got off before Alana, trading stories of the past 
and bets for the first and biggest fish of the 
future. 

Reluctantly she stood up and walked slowly 
down the narrow aisle. By the time she de- 
scended the metal stair, her baggage had al- 
ready been unloaded and placed neatly beside 
the bottom step. She picked up her light suitcase 
and turned toward the small building that was 
the only sign of habitation for miles around. 

Behind her the aircraft began retreating. It 
moved to the head of the runway, revved 
hard, and accelerated, gathering speed 
quickly, preparing itself for a leap into the bril- 
liant high-plains sky. 

Alana reached the building as the plane’s en- 
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gines gave a full-throated cry. She set down 
her bag and turned in time to see the aircraft's 
wheels lift. It climbed steeply, a powerful sil- 
ver bird flying free. She listened until the en- 
gines were no more than a fading echo and 
the plane only a molten silver dot flying be- 
tween the ragged grandeur of the Wind River 
and Green River mountain ranges. 

For a moment, Alana closed her eyes. Her 
head tilted toward the sky, catching the sur- 
prising warmth of Wyoming’s September sun. 
The wind was rich with scents of earth and 
sagebrush. Not the stunted, brittle sagebrush 
of the southwestern desert but the thick 
lavender-gray high-country sage, bushes as 
high as her head, higher, slender shapes weav- 
ing patterns against the empty sky. 

A clean wind swept down from the granite 
heights, carrying sweetness and the promise of 
blue-green rivers curling lazily between rocky 
banks, of evergreens standing tall and fragrant 
against the summer moon, of coyotes calling 
from the ridge lines in harmonies older than 
man. 

Home. 

Alana breathed deeply, torn between plea- 
sure and fear. She heard footsteps approach- 
ing across the cement. She spun around, her 
heart beating heavily. Since Broken Mountain, 
she was terrified if anything approached her 
unseen. 

A man was walking toward Alana. The sun 
was at his back, reducing him to a black sil- 
houette. 
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As he walked closer, he seemed to condense 
into three dimensions. He was about seven 
inches taller than she was. He had the easy 
stride of someone who spent as much time 
hiking as he did on horseback. His jeans were 
faded. His boots showed the scuff marks pe- 
culiar to riding. His shirt was the same pale 
blue as the sky. 

Hair that was a thick, rich brown showed 
beneath the rim of his black Stetson. His eyes 
were the color of whiskey. His lips were a firm 
curve beneath a silky bar of mustache. 

With a small sound, Alana closed her eyes. 
Her heart beat wildly, but it sent weakness 
rather than strength coursing through her. She 
was going crazy, hallucinating. 

Storm and cold and terror, falling— 

“Alana,” he said. 

His voice was gentle, deep, reaching out to 
her like an immaterial caress. 

“Rafael?” She breathed raggedly, afraid to 
open her eyes, torn between hope and night- 
mare. ‘’Oh, Rafe, is it really you?” 
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Ri TOOK ALANA’S ARM, 
supporting her. Only then did she realize that 
she had been swaying as she stood. His 
warmth and strength went through her like a 
shock wave. For an instant she sagged against 
him. 

Then she realized that she was being 
touched, held, and she wrenched away. Since 
Broken Mountain she was terrified of being 
touched. 

“It’s really me, Alana,”’ said Rafe, watching 
her intently. 

“Rafael—”’ Alana’s voice broke as emotions 
overwhelmed her. 

She extended her fingers as though she 
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would touch him, but did not. With an effort 
that left her aching, she fought down the 
tangle of emotions that was closing her throat. 
She was being torn apart by conflicting im- 
peratives. 

Run to him. Run from his male presence. 

Be held by him. Fight not to be held by a 
man. 

Love him. Feel nothing at all because the 
only safety lay in numbness. 

Remember how it felt to be loved. Forget, 
forget everything, amnesia spreading outward 
like a black balm. 

“Why are you here?” Alana asked in a rag- 
ged voice. 

“T’ve come to take you home.” 

Inexplicably the words all but destroyed 
Alana. 

With a small sound, she closed her eyes and 
struggled to control herself. Coming here had 
been a mistake. She had wanted a dream of 
love to balance a nightmare of terror. Yet Rafe 
was real, not a dream. 

And so was terror. 

Alana clung to the shreds of her control, 
wondering what had happened during those 
six missing days that had left a black legacy 
of fear. And most of all, she wondered if the 
nightmare would ever end, freeing her, letting 
her laugh and sing again...or if she would 
simply give up and let the black balm of am- 
nesia claim all of her mind. All of her. 

Rafe watched Alana, his eyes intent. When 
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he spoke, his voice was casual, soothing, ut- 
terly normal. 

“We'd better get going,” he said. “‘I’d like 
to beat the thundershower back to the ranch.” 

He bent to take Alana’s suitcase from her 
nerveless fingers. With the easy movements of 
a mountain cat, he straightened and walked 
toward a Jeep parked a few hundred feet 
away. 

Alana watched, her hand resting on the high 
neck of her burgundy silk blouse. She took a 
deep breath, still feeling the warmth of Rafe’s 
hand on her arm as he had supported her. Just 
that. Support. Help. There was nothing to fear 
in that. 

Was there? 

Motionless, her heart beating rapidly, her 
dark eyes wide, Alana watched Rafe turn back 
toward her. The slanting, late-afternoon sun 
highlighted the strong bones of his face and 
made his amber eyes glow. As he turned, his 
shirt stretched across his shoulders, emphasiz- 
ing the strength and masculine grace of him. 
His jeans fit the muscular outline of his legs 
like a faded blue shadow, moving as he 
moved. 

Alana closed her eyes, but she could still see 
Rafe. He was burned into her awareness with 
a thoroughness that would have shocked her 
if she had any room left for new emotions. But 
she didn’t. 

She was still caught up in the moment when 
he had turned back to her, light brown eyes 
burning, mouth curved in a gentle male smile. 
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That was Rafe. Male. Totally. She had for- 
gotten, even in her dreams. 

Rafe hesitated as though he wanted to come 
back to Alana, to stand close to her again. But 
he didn’t move. He simply watched her with 
whiskey-colored eyes that were both gentle 
and intent, consuming her softly, like a song. 

“It’s all right, Alana.’’ Rafe’s voice was as 
gentle as his smile. “I’ve come to take you 
home.” 

The words echoed and reechoed in Alana’s 
mind, sending sensations sleeting through her. 
Cold and wind and snow, fear and screams 
clawing at her throat. Pain and terror and 
then... 

It's all right, wildflower. I’ve come to take you 
home. 

She had heard words like those before, and 
something more, other words, incredible 
words, dream and nightmare intertwined. 

Without knowing it, Alana whimpered and 
swayed visibly, caught between hope and ter- 
ror, dream and nightmare. 

“What?” Alana demanded breathlessly, her 
heart beating faster, her voice urgent. ‘“What 
did you say?” 

Rafe watched Alana with a sudden intensity 
that was almost tangible. 

“I said, ‘I’ve come to take you home. 

He waited, but Alana simply watched him 
with wide, very dark eyes. His expression 
shifted, gentle again. 

“Bob threatened to have my hide for a sad- 
dle blanket if I didn’t get home before Merry 
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fell asleep. And,” added Rafe with a smile, 
“since she falls asleep between coffee and des- 
sert, we'd better hurry.” 

Alana watched Rafe with eyes that were 
dazed and more than a little wild. 

“That wasn’t what you said before.”” Alana’s 
voice was as tight as the hand clutching her 
throat. Her eyes were blind, unfocused. 

“‘Before?”’ asked Rafe, his voice intent, hard, 
his topaz eyes suddenly blazing like gems. 
“Before what, Alana?” 


It was dark, so dark, black ice around her, a gla- 
cier grinding her down until she screamed and 
tried to run, but she couldn’t run because she was 
frozen and it was so cold. 


Alana shuddered and swayed, her face ut- 
terly pale, drained of life by the savage night- 
mare that came to her more and more often, 
stalking her even in the day, stealing what lit- 
tle sanity and peace remained. 

Instantly Rafe came to her, supporting her, 
his hands warm and strong. Even as she 
turned toward his warmth, fear exploded in 
her. She wrenched away with all her strength. 

Then she realized that it hadn’t been nec- 
essary. Rafe hadn’t tried to hold her. She was 
reacting to something that hadn’t happened. 

“I—’” Alana watched Rafe with wild, dark 
eyes. “I don’t—I'm—” 

She held out her hands helplessly, wonder- 
ing how to explain to Rafe that she was drawn 
to him yet terrified of being touched, and that 


34 ELIZABETH LOWELL 


above all she thought she was losing her mind. 

‘You're tired,’ Rafe said easily, as though 
Alana’s actions were as normal as the slanting 
afternoon light. “It was a long flight. Come on. 
Bob and Merry are waiting for you like kids 
waiting for Christmas morning.” 

Rafe turned back to the suitcase, picked it 
up, and walked toward the Jeep. Before he ar- 
rived, a man got out of a Blazer and ap- 
proached Rafe. 

As Alana walked closer, she recognized Dr. 
Gene. He smiled and held out his arms to her. 
She hesitated, fighting against being held, 
even by the man who had delivered her, who 
had attended to all of her childhood ills, and 
who had cried in frustration at her mother’s 
deathbed. Dr. Gene was as much a member of 
her family as her father or her brothers. 

With an effort of will that made her tremble, 
Alana submitted to Dr. Gene’s brief hug. Over 
her head, the doctor looked a question at Rafe, 
who answered with a tiny negative movement 
of his head. 

“Well, it’s good to have you back, ”’ said Dr. 
Gene. ‘No limp, now. You look as pretty as 
ever, trout.” 

“And you lie very badly,” said Alana. 

But she smiled briefly at hearing the pet 
name from her childhood. Even so, she 
stepped back from the doctor’s hug. Her haste 
was almost rude, but she couldn’t help herself. 
That was the worst part of the nightmare, not 
being able to help herself. 
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“The only thing that was ever pretty about 
me was my voice,” Alana said. 

“No pain?” persisted the doctor. ““How’s 
your appetite?”’ 

“No pain,’ she said evenly, ignoring the 
question about her appetite. “I don’t even use 
the elastic bandage anymore.” 

And then Alana waited in fear for the doctor 
to ask her about her memory. She didn’t want 
to talk about it in front of Rafe. 

She didn’t want to talk about her memory 
at all. 

“You cut your hair,” said Dr. Gene. 

Alana raised her hand nervously, feeling the 
short, silky tendrils that were all that remained 
of her waist-length braids. 

“Yes.” And then, because the doctor seemed 
to expect something more, she added, ‘Today. 
I cut it today.” 

“Why?” asked Dr. Gene. 

The doctor’s voice was as gentle as the ques- 
tion was blunt. 

“I...” Alana stopped. “I was...I wanted 
“Yes, but why?” he asked. 

The doctor’s blue eyes were very pale, very 
watchful beneath the shock of gray hair and 
weathered forehead. 

“The braids made me...uneasy,” said 
Alana. 

Her voice was tight, her eyes vague, fright- 
ened. . 

“Uneasy? How?” asked Dr. Gene. 
“They kept...tangling in things. 
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Alana 
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made a sudden motion with her hands, as 
though she were warding off something. 
PLGA! 

Her throat closed and she could say nothing 
more. 

‘““Alana’s tired,’ Rafe said, his voice quiet 
and very certain. ‘I’m going to take her home. 
Now. Excuse us, Dr. Gene.” 

Rafe and Dr. Gene exchanged a long look. 
Then the doctor sighed. 

“All right,” Dr. Gene said, his voice sharp 
with frustration. ‘Tell Bob I’m trying to get 
some time off to go fishing.” 

“Good. The Broken Mountain camp always 
has a cabin for you.” 

“Even now?” 

“Especially now,’’ said Rafe sardonically. 
“We may disagree on means, but our goal is 
identical.” . 

Alana looked from one man to the other. 
“Goal?” 

“Just a little fishing expedition in the high 
country,” Rafe said, turning to her. ‘“The good 
doctor prefers to drown worms. J, on the other 
hand, prefer to devise my own lures.” 

Dr. Gene smiled briefly. ‘Bet I catch more 
trout than you, Winter.” 

“I’m only after one trout. A very special 
one.” 

Alana wondered about the currents of emo- 
tion running between the two men, then de- 
cided she was being overly sensitive. Since 
Broken Mountain, she jumped at sighs and 
shadows and saw conspiracy and pursuit 
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where there was nothing behind her but night 
and silence. 

Dr. Gene turned to Alana. “If you need any- 
thing, trout, I’ll come running.” 

“Thanks.” 

“IT mean it, now,” he added. 

“I know,” she said softly. 

He nodded, got back in his Blazer, and 
drove off with a backward wave. 

Rafe handed Alana into the Jeep truck and 
climbed in himself. She watched him covertly 
the whole time, matching memories with re- 
ality. 

The Rafe Alana saw was older, much more 
controlled than in her memories. When he 
wasn’t smiling, his face was hard, almost 
frightening in its planes and angles. Yet he still 
moved with the easy strength that had always 
fascinated her. His voice was still gentle, and 
his hands were... beautiful. It was an odd 
way to describe anything as strong and quick 
and callused as a man’s hands, yet she could 
think of no better word. 

Not all masculine hands affected Alana like 
that. Sometimes she saw hands and terror 
sleeted through her. 

“We're lucky today,” said Rafe as he guided 
the Jeep expertly over the rough field that 
passed as the parking lot. 

“Lucky?” said Alana, hearing the thin 
thread of panic in her voice and hating it. 

“No rain so far. It rained a lot the last few 
days.” 

Alana tried to conceal the shudder that went 
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through her at the thought of lightning and 
thunder, mountains and slippery black ice. 

“Yes,” she said in a low voice. “I’m glad 
there isn’t a storm.” 

“You used to love storms,’ 
etly. 

Alana went very still, remembering one 
wild September afternoon when a storm had 
caught her and Rafe while they were out rid- 
ing. They had arrived at the fishing cabins, 
soaked and breathless. He had peeled her wet 
jacket off her, then her blouse, and his hands 
had trembled when he touched her. 

Closing her eyes, Alana tried to forget. The 
thought of being touched like that by Rafe 
made her weak with desire—and all but crazy 
with fear, dream and nightmare tangled to- 
gether in a way she could neither explain nor 
understand. 

But if Rafe remembered the September 
storm when he had undressed and caressed 
Alana until there was only fire and the hushed 
urgency of their breathing, his memories 
didn’t show in his face or in his words. 

“We had a good frost above five thousand 
feet last week,” continued Rafe. ‘“The aspen 
leaves turned. Now they look like pieces of 
sunlight dancing in the wind.” 

He looked quickly at Alana, seeing the lines 
of inner conflict on her face. 

“You still like aspen, don’t you?” Rafe 
asked. 

Alana nodded her head, afraid to trust her 
voice. Mountain aspen, with its white bark 
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and quivering, silver-backed leaves, was her 
favorite tree. In fall, aspens turned a yellow as 
pure as... sunlight dancing in the wind. 

A sideways glance told her that Rafe was 
watching her with intent, whiskey-colored 
eyes. 

“TY still like aspen,” said Alana. 

She tried to keep her voice normal, grateful 
for the safe topic. The present, not the past. 
The past was more than she could handle. The 
future was unthinkable. Just one day at a time. 
One hour. A minute. She could handle any- 
thing, one minute at a time. 

“Even in winter,” Alana added, her voice. 
little more than a whisper, ‘““when the branches 
are black and the trunks are like ghosts in the 
snow.” 7 

Rafe accelerated down the narrow, two-lane 
blacktop road. He glanced for a moment at the 
magnificent granite spine of the Wind River 
Mountains, rising on his left. 

“Be a while before there’s real snow in the 
high country,” he said. “The frost put down 
the insects, though. Then it turned warm 
again. Trout ought to be hungry as hell. That 
means good fishing for our dudes—guests,” 
he corrected immediately, smiling to himself. 
“Nobody likes being called a dude.” 

“Our dudes?” asked Alana slowly, watch- 
ing Rafe with eyes so brown they were almost 
black. 

Sunlight slanted through the windshield, in- 
tensifying the tan on Rafe’s face and the rich- 
ness of his dark brown mustache, making his 
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eyes almost gold. His teeth showed in a sud- 
den gleam of humor, but his expression said 
the joke was on him. He answered her ques- 
tion with another question. 

“Didn't Bob mention me?” 

“No,” said Alana, her voice ragged. ‘“You 
were a complete surprise.”’ 

Rafe’s expression changed. 

For an instant Alana thought she saw pain, 
but it came and went so quickly that she de- 
cided she had been wrong. She was being too 
sensitive again. Overreacting. Yet she still 
wanted to touch Rafe, to erase the instant 
when she sensed that she had hurt him and 
didn’t even know how. 

The thought of touching Rafe didn’t frighten 
Alana. Not like being touched did. For an in- 
stant she wondered why, but all that came to 
her was... nothing. Blank. 

Like those six missing days. 

“Looks like we'll have to do it the hard 
way,” Rafe said softly. 

His voice was an odd mixture of resignation 
and some much stronger emotion in his voice, 
something close to anger. 

Before Alana could speak, Rafe did. 

“Bob and I are partners.” 

“Partners in what?’”’ Alana asked. 

‘The dude—guest ranch. The cottages and 
fishing water are on Lazy W land. My land. 
The horses and supplies belong to Bob. He’s 
the wrangler, I’m the fishing guide, and you're 
the cook. When Dr. Gene shows up,” added 
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Rafe with a crooked smile, “‘he’ll be the chief 
worm dunker.” 

Stunned, Alana could think of nothing to 
say. She would be going up Broken Mountain 
with Rafael Winter. Dream and nightmare 
running together, pouring over her, drowning 
her in freezing water. 

She sat without moving, letting the sunlight 
and the landscape blur around her, trying to 
gather her fragmenting thoughts. 

No wonder Bob didn’t say anything to me 
about Rafael Winter, Alana thought unhap- 
pily. If I’d known that Bob had a partner, I 
might have let the partner bail Bob out of the 
mess. 

Especially if I knew that the partner was Ra- 
fael Winter. 

It was all Alana could do to handle the re- 
cent past, amnesia and accident and death. 
Bob should have known that she couldn’t han- 
dle a present that included Rafe. 

A year ago Bob had told her that Rafe was still 
alive. Then Bob had taken her letter to 
Rafe’s ranch. Bob had come back with the letter 
unopened, Deceased written across the enve- 
lope’s face—written in Rafe’s distinctive hand. 

Bob had seen Alana’s pain and anger, then 
her despair. And now he was asking her to go 
up Broken Mountain with Rafael Winter, to 
confront the past love and loss all over again. 
And the present nightmare. 

Alana shuddered and tried to think of noth- 
ing at all. 

“Alana,” began Rafe. 
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Somehow she was certain that he was going 
to talk about the past, about dying but not 
quite, about surviving but not wholly, about 
her and Jack and an envelope with a ‘‘dead” 
man’s handwriting across its face, tearing her 
apart. 

She wasn’t strong enough for that. Not for 
the past. Not for anything but this minute. 
Now. 

“Bob and Tom Sawyer have a lot in com- 
mon,” Alana said quickly, her voice as 
strained as it was determined. “‘Don’t go near 
either of them if a fence needs painting. Unless 
you like painting fences, of course.” 

Rafe hesitated, visibly reluctant to give up 
whatever he had wanted to say. But Alana’s 
taut, pale face and haunted eyes persuaded 
him. 

“Yes,” Rafe said slowly. “Bob could charm 
the needles off a pine tree.” 

Relieved, Alana sat back in the seat again. 

“The only thing that ever got even with Bob 
was the hen he poured jam on and then 
dumped in the middle of eight half-grown 
hounds,” Alana said. ‘‘That hen pecked Bob’s 
hands until she was too tired to lift her head.” 

Rafe’s laughter was as rich as the slanting 
sunlight pouring over the land. Alana turned 
toward him involuntarily, drawn by his hu- 
mor and strength, by the laugh that had 
haunted her dreams as thoroughly as the scent 
of evergreens haunted the high country. 

“So that’s how Bob got those scars on his 
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hands,” Rafe said, still chuckling. ‘“He told me 
it was chicken pox.” 

Alana’s lips curved into a full smile, the first 
in a long time. ‘So it was, after a fashion.” 

She glanced up at Rafe through her thick 
black lashes and caught the amber flash of his 
eyes as he looked away from her to the road. 
For an instant her heart stopped, then beat 
more quickly. He had been watching her. 

She wondered if he was comparing the past 
and present as she had. And remembering. 

“How did Bob talk you into painting his 
fence?’”” Alana asked quickly, wanting to hear 
Rafe talk, his voice deep and smooth and con- 
fident, like his laughter. 

“Easy. I’m a sucker for fishing. I spend a lot 
of my time in the high country chasing trout. 
Might as well make it pay.” 

“Land poor,’ murmured Alana. ‘’Rancher’s 
lament.” 

“T have it better than Bob,” Rafe said, shrug- 
ging. “I’m not buying out two brothers.” 

Alana thought of Dave and Sam, her other 
brothers. Sam worked for a large corporation 
with branches around the world. Dave was a 
computer programmer in Texas. Neither 
brother had any intention of coming back to 
the ranch for anything other than occasional 
visits. Of the four Burdette children, only she 
and Bob had loved the ranching life. 

Nor had Jack Reeves loved the ranching life 
he had been born into. He couldn’t leave Wy- 
oming fast enough. He had hungered for city 
streets and applauding crowds. 
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“Jack hated Wyoming.” 

Startled, Alana heard the words echoing in 
the Jeep and realized she had spoken aloud. 

‘“‘He’s dead,” she added. 

“T know.” 

Alana stared at Rafe. 

“How—” she began. 

Then she realized that of course Rafe knew. 
Bob must have told him. They were partners. 
But how much had Bob told Rafe? Did he 
know about her amnesia? Did he know about 
the nightmares that lapped over into day, trig- 
gered by a word or a smell or the quality of 
the light? Did he know she was afraid she was 
going crazy? 

Did Rafe know that she clung to her mem- 
ories and dreams of him as though they were 
a lifeline able to pull her beyond the reach of 
whatever terror stalked her? 

As though Rafe sensed Alana’s unease, he 
added quietly, “It was good of you to help 
Bob. It can’t be easy for you so soon after your 
... husband’s... death.” 

At the word husband Rafe’s mouth turned 
down sourly, telling Alana that her marriage 
was not a subject that brought Rafe any plea- 
sure. 

But then, Rafe had never liked Jack. Even 
before Rafe had ‘’died,” Jack had always been 
urging Alana to pack up and leave Wyoming, 
to build a career where artificial lights 
drowned out the cascading stars of the west- 
ern sky. 

“Did Bob tell you how Jack died?” asked 
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Alana, her voice tight, her hands clenched in 
her lap. 

HINo.{* 

Rafe’s voice was hard and very certain. 

Alana let out a long breath. Apparently Bob 
had told Rafe only the bare minimum: Jack 
had died recently. Nothing about the amnesia 
or the nightmares. 

She was glad Bob had told Rafe something. 
It would explain anything odd she might do. 
Jack was dead. Recently. She was a widow. 

And when she slept, she was a frightened 
child. 

The Jeep jolted off the pavement onto a 
gravel road. The miles unwound easily, si- 
lently, through a land of gently rolling sage- 
brush and a distant river that was pale silver 
against the land. Nothing moved but the Jeep 
and jackrabbits flushed by the sound of the 
car. 

There was neither fence nor sign to mark the 
beginning of the Broken Mountain Ranch. Like 
many western ranchers, Alana’s grandfather, 
father, and brother had left the range open 
wherever possible. They fenced in the best of 
their breeding stock and let the beef cattle 
range freely. 

Alana searched the land for signs of Broken 
Mountain steers grazing the high plains. 

‘Has Bob brought the cattle out of the high 
country yet?’’ asked Alana. 

“Most of them. He’s leaving them in the 
middle elevations until late September. Later 
if he can.” 
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“Good.” 

The longer the cattle stayed in the high and 
middle elevations, the less money Bob would 
have to spend on winter feed. Every year was 
a gamble. If a rancher left his cattle too long 
in the high country, winter storms could close 
in, locking the cattle into certain starvation. 
But if the rancher brought his cattle down too 
soon, the cost of buying hay to carry them 
through winter could mean bankruptcy. 

“Grass looks thick,’’ Alana said. 

She wanted to keep to the neutral conver- 
sational territory of ranching, afraid that if the 
silence went on too long, Rafe might bring up 
the recent past and Jack’s death. Or, even 
worse, the far past. Rafe’s death and resurrec- 
tion, a bureaucratic error that had cost Alana 
... everything. 

“T’ll bet Indian Seep is still flowing,’ she 
said. “The hay crop must have been good.” 

Rafe nodded. 

Alana’s dark eyes cataloged every feature of 
the land—the texture of the soil in road cuts, 
the presence or absence of water in the ra- 
vines, the smoky lavender sheen of living 
growth on the snarled sagebrush, the signs of 
wildlife, all the indicators that told an edu- 
cated eye whether the land was being used or 
abused, husbanded or squandered. 

And in between, when Alana thought Rafe 
wouldn’t notice, she watched his profile, the 
sensuous sheen of his hair and lips, the male 
lines of his nose and jaw. Rafe was too pow- 
erful and too hard to be called handsome. He 
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was compelling—a man made for mountains, 
a man of strength and endurance, mystery and 
silence, and sudden laughter like a river curl- 
ing lazily beneath the sun. 

“Am I so different from your memories?” 
asked Rafe quietly. 

Alana drew in her breath sharply. 

“No,” she said. ‘But there are times when I 
can’t tell my memories of you from my 
dreams. Seeing you again, close enough to 
touch, alive...” 

Alana looked away, unable to meet Rafe’s 
eyes, regretting her honesty and at the same 
time knowing she had no choice. She had 
enough trouble sorting out truth from night- 
mare. She didn’t have the energy to keep track 
of lies, too. 

When the truck rounded the shoulder of a 
small ridge, Alana leaned forward intently, 
staring into the condensing twilight. A long, 
narrow valley opened up before her. A few 
evergreens grew in the long, low ridges where 
the land began to lift to the sky. The ridges 
soon became foothills and then finally pinna- 
cles clothed in ice and distance. 

But it wasn’t the savage splendor of the 
peaks that held Alana’s attention. She had 
eyes only for the valley. It was empty of cattle. 

Alana sat back with an audible sigh of relief. 

“Good for you, little brother,” she mur- 
mured. 

“Bob’s a good rancher,” said Rafe quietly. 
“There’s not one inch of overgrazed land on 
Broken Mountain’s range.” 


, 
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“I know. I was just afraid that—’’ Alana’s 
hands moved, describing vague fears. ‘“The 
beef market has been so bad and the price of 
feed is so high now and Bob has to pay Sam 
and Dave. I was afraid Bob would gamble on 
the land being able to carry more cattle than 
it should.” 

Rafe glanced sideways at Alana with the 
lightning intensity that she remembered from 
her dreams. 

‘Since when do people on the West Coast 
notice feed prices and the carrying capacity of 
Wyoming ranch land?” he asked. 

“They don’t. I do.” Alana made a wry face. 
‘People in cities think beef grows between 
Styrofoam and plastic wrap, like mushrooms 
in the cracks of a log.” 

Rafe laughed again, softly. 

Alana watched him, feeling the pull of his 
laughter. Above his pale collar, sleek neck 
muscles moved. 

She felt again the moment of warmth at the 
airport, the resilience of his muscles beneath 
her fingers before she had snatched back her 
arm. He was strong. It showed in his move- 
ments, in his laughter, in the clean male lines 
of his face. He was strong and she was not. 

Distantly Alana knew she should be terri- 
fied of that difference in their bodies. Yet when 
Rafe laughed, it was all she could do to keep 
herself from crawling over and huddling next 
to him as though he were a fire burning in the 
midst of a freezing storm. 

The thought of being close to Rafe both fas- 
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cinated and frightened Alana. The fascination 
she understood; Rafe was the only man she 
had ever loved. She had no reason to fear him. 

Yet she did. 

Rafe was a man, and she was terrified of 
men. 

The fear baffled Alana. At no time in her 
life, not even during the most vicious argu- 
ments with Jack, had she ever been afraid. 

Am I afraid of Rafe simply because he’s 
strong? Alana asked herself silently. 

She turned the thought over in her mind, 
testing it as she had tested so many things in 
the weeks since she had awakened in the hos- 
pital, six days and a singing partner lost. 

It can’t be something as simple as physical 
strength that frightens me, Alana decided. Jack 
was six foot five, very thick in the shoulders 
and neck and legs. He never used his strength, 
though, or even seemed to notice it. He did 
only what was needed to get by, and not one 
bit more. 

Jack had been born with a clear tenor voice 
that he had accepted as casually as his size, 
and he disliked working with his voice almost 
as much as he had disliked physical labor. 

Alana had been the one who had insisted 
on rehearsing each song again and again, 
searching for just the right combination of 
phrasing and harmony that would bring out 
the levels of meaning in the lyrics. Jack had 
tolerated her “’fanaticism’’ with the same easy- 
going indifference that he had _ tolerated 
crummy motels and being on the road three 
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hundred and fifty-two nights a year. 

Then Jack ’n’ Jilly had become successful. 

After that, Jack would rehearse a new coun- 
try or folk song only as long as it took him to 
learn the words and melody. Anything be- 
yond that was Jilly’s problem. 

A year ago Alana had left Jack and come to 
Broken Mountain Ranch to think about her life 
and her sad sham of a marriage. When word 
of their separation had leaked to the press, rec- 
ord and concert ticket sales had plummeted. 
Their agent had called Alana and quietly, cyn- 
ically, suggested that she continue to present 
a happily married front to the world. Fame 
was transient. Obscurity was forever. 

That same afternoon, Bob had come back 
from a trip to the high country babbling about 
seeing Rafe Winter. Alana had written the let- 
ter to Rafe, seen Rafe’s rejection condensed 
into a single harsh word: Deceased. 

She had wept until she felt nothing at all... 
and then she had gone back to L.A. to appear 
as half of Country’s Perfect Couple. 

Until six weeks ago, when Alana had told 
Jack that the sham was over. Country’s Perfect 
Couple was an act she couldn’t handle any- 
more. He had pleaded with her to think again, 
to take a trip with him to the high country she 
loved, and there they would work out some- 
thing. 

“Did you miss the ranch?” Rafe asked qui- 
etly. 

Alana heard the question as though from a 
great distance, calling her out of a past that 
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was another kind of nightmare waiting to drag 
her down. She reached for the question, pull- 
ing it eagerly around her. 

‘‘T missed the ranch more than... more than 
I knew.” 

And she had. It had been like having her 
eyes put out. She had hungered for the green 
and silver shimmer of aspens, but saw only 
dusty palm trees. She had searched for the pri- 
mal blue of alpine lakes set among the chiseled 
spires of mountains older than man, but found 
only concrete freeways and the metallic flash 
of cars. She had always looked for the intense 
green silences of the wilderness forest, but dis- 
covered only tame squares of grass laid down 
amid hot stucco houses. 

All that had saved Alana was singing. 
Working with a song. Tasting it, feeling it, see- 
ing it grow and change as it became part of 
her and she of it. 

Jack had never understood that. He had 
loved only the applause and worked just hard 
enough to get it. Alana loved the singing and 
would work to exhaustion until she and the 
song were one. 

“If you missed the ranch that much, why 
did you leave after Jack died?” 

Alana realized that she had heard the ques- 
tion before. Rafe had asked it at least twice 
and she hadn’t answered, lost in her own 
thoughts. 

‘Jack died there,” she whispered. “On Bro- 
ken Mountain.” 

She looked to the right, where the Green 
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River Mountains lifted seamed granite faces 
toward the evening sky. High-flying clouds 
burned silver above the peaks, and over all 
arched an immense indigo bowl, twilight 
changing into night. 

“You must have unhappy memories,” said 
Rafe quietly. 

“Yes, I suppose I must.” 

Alana heard her own words, heard their 
ambiguity, heard the fear tight in her voice. 
She looked up and saw that Rafe had been 
watching her. 

But he turned away and said nothing, asked 
no more questions. 

He simply drove her closer and closer to the 
ramparts of snow and ice where Jack had died 
and Jilly had lost her mind. 
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I, WAS DARK BY THE TIME RAFE 
turned onto the fork of the road that led to the 
Broken Mountain ranch house. An autumn 
moon was up, huge and flat and ghostly, bal- 
anced on the edge of the world. Clouds raced 
and seethed, veiled in moonlight and mystery, 
veiling the moon in turn. 

The mountains were invisible, yet Alana 
could sense them rising black and massive in 
front of her. They comforted and frightened 
her at the same time as childhood memories 
and recent fear set her on an emotional seesaw 
that made her dizzy. 

Alana knew she had been at the ranch just 
four weeks ago. 
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She knew she and Jack had ridden into the 
high country. 

She knew Jack was dead. 

She knew—but she didn't. 

Alana had awakened in the _ hospital, 
bruised and cut, ice-burned and aching. And 
frightened. Every shadow, every sound, had 
sent her heart racing. 

It had taken a huge effort of will to allow 
Dr. Gene to examine her. He had tried to ex- 
plain the inexplicable in ordinary words, tell- 
ing Alana that her fear was normal, the 
overreaction of someone who had _ never 
known physical danger, much less death. In 
time, her mind and body would adjust to the 
presence of danger, the nearness of death in 
everyday life. Then she would be calm again. 
Until then, Dr. Gene could prescribe some- 
thing to help her. 

Alana had refused the tranquilizers. She had 
seen too many musicians dependent on drugs. 
For her, chemical solutions were no solution 
at all. 

But it had been tempting, especially at first. 

The presence of Dr. Gene had unnerved 
Alana to the point of tears. Even Bob, her fa- 
vorite brother, had seen Alana withdraw from 
any kind of physical touch, any gesture of af- 
fection he made. Bob had been hurt and very 
worried about her, his brown eyes clouded 
with conflicting feelings. 

Then, on the third morning after Alana had 
awakened, she had quietly walked out of the 
hospital, boarded a plane, and flown to Port- 
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land, a place where she had never lived. She 
hadn’t waited for Sheriff Mitchell to come 
back down off the mountain with Jack’s body. 
She hadn’t stopped to think, to consider, to 
reason. She had simply run from the black gap 
in her mind. 

Portland was big enough for Alana to lose 
herself in, but not big enough to remind her of 
L.A. and her life with Jack. There were moun- 
tains in Portland, but only in the distance. 

Yet fear had run with Alana anyway. 
Though she had never before been afraid of 
flying, or heights, there had been a horrible 
moment of terror as the plane had left the 
ground. 


Earth falling away and her body twisting, 
weightless, she was falling, falling, black rushing 
up to meet her and when it did she would be torn 
from life like an aspen leaf from its stem, spinning 
away helplessly over the void— 


“It’s all right, Alana. You're safe. It’s all 
right. I’ve come to take you home.” 

Vaguely Alana realized that Rafe had 
parked the Jeep at the side of the road. She 
heard Rafe’s soothing murmur, sensed the 
warmth of his hand over her clenched fingers, 
the gentle pressure of his other hand stroking 
her hair. She felt the shudders wracking her 
body, the ache of teeth clenched against a fu- 
tile scream. 

Rafe continued speaking quietly, repeating 
his words. They warmed Alana, words as un- 
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demanding as sunlight, driving away the 
darkness that gripped her. 

Suddenly she turned her head, pressing her 
cheek against the hard strength of Rafe’s hand. 
But when he would have drawn her closer, she 
moved away with a jerk. 

‘“I—” Alana stopped abruptly and drew a 
deep breath. “I’m sorry. Something—’’ Her 
hands moved jerkily. ‘Sometimes I—since 
Jack—” 

Alana closed her eyes. She couldn’t make 
Rafe understand what she herself had no 
words to describe. 

‘Seeing death is always hard,” said Rafe 
quietly. ‘The more sheltered you've been, the 
harder it is.” 

Rafe’s hand stroked Alana’s hair, his touch 
as gentle as his words, as his presence, as his 
warmth. 

After a few moments Alana let out a long 
sigh, feeling the tentacles of terror loosen, slide 
away, the nightmare withdrawing. She turned 
her head and looked at Rafe with eyes that 
were no longer black with fear. 

‘Thank you,” she said simply. 

Rafe’s only answer was a light caress across 
Alana’s cheek as his hand withdrew from her 
hair. 

He started the Jeep again and pulled back 
onto the narrow gravel road that led to the 
Burdette family house. Beneath the truck, the 
country began to roll subtly, gathering itself 
for the sudden leap into mountain heights. 

The ranch house was on the last piece of 
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land that could be described as high plains. 
Behind the ranch buildings, the country rose 
endlessly, becoming ranks of black peaks 
wearing brilliant crowns of stars. 

Gradually, squares of yellow light con- 
densed out of the blackness as the ranch house 
competed with and finally outshone the 
brightness of the stars. Dark fences paralleled 
the road, defining corrals and pastures where 
brood mares grazed and champion bulls 
moved with ponderous grace. A paved loop 
of road curved in front of the house before 
veering off toward the barns. 

As Rafe braked to a stop by the walkway, 
the front door of the house opened, sending a 
thick rectangle of gold light into the yard like 
a soundless cry of welcome. Three quicksilver 
dogs bounded off the porch, barking and bay- 
ing and dancing as though the dewy grass 
were made of icicles too sharp to stand on. 

Rafe climbed out of the truck and waded 
into the hounds with good-natured curses, 
pummeling them gently until they had 
worked off the first exuberance of their greet- 
ing. Then they stood and watched him with 
bright eyes, nudging his hands with cold 
noses until each silky ear had been scratched 
at least once. In the moonlight the hounds’ 
coats shone like liquid silver, rippling and 
changing with each movement of their mus- 
cular bodies. 

Alana slid out of the Jeep with a smile on 
her lips and the hounds’ welcoming song 
echoing in her ears. She stood quietly, watch- 
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ing the dogs greet Rafe, feeling the cool breeze 
tug at her hair. 

One of the hounds lifted its head sharply, 
scenting Alana. It gave an eager whine and 
scrambled toward her. Automatically Alana 
bent over to greet the animal, rubbing its ears 
and thumping lightly on its muscular barrel, 
enjoying the warm rasp of a tongue over her 
hands. 

“You're a beauty,” Alana said, admiring the 
dog’s lithe lines and strength. 

The dog nosed her hand, then the pocket of 
her black slacks, then her hand again. 

“What do you want?” asked Alana, her 
voice carrying clearly in the quiet air. 

‘Vamp wants the crackers you spoiled her 
with the last time you were here,”’ called Bob 
as he stepped out onto the porch, laughter and 
resignation competing in his voice. 

Alana looked up blankly. 

“Crackers?” she repeated. 

She looked down at the dog. The dog 
watched her, dancing from foot to foot, obvi- 
ously waiting for something. 

Crackers,’ said Bob, holding one out to 
Alana as he walked toward her. ‘I figured that 
you'd forgotten—er, I mean I figured that you 
wouldn’t have any crackers on you, so I 
brought one.” 

“Vamp?” asked Alana. 

She took the cracker and looked at the pale 
Square as though she’d never seen one before. 
She held it out. 
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The hound took the tidbit with the delicate 
mouth of a well-trained bird dog. 

“Vampire,” Bob said, gesturing to the dog 
at Alana’s feet. ““You know, for all the sharp 
teeth she had as a pup.” 

The look on Alana’s face made it clear that 
she didn’t know the story behind the dog’s 
name. Yet it was equally clear that Bob had 
told her the story before. 

“Hell,” said Bob under his breath. 

Then he hugged Alana and spoke so softly 
that only she could hear. 

“Sorry, sis. It’s hard for me to keep track of 
all the things you've forgotten.” 

Alana stiffened for an instant as her broth- 
er’s arms held her. Then she forced herself to 
relax. She knew she must get over her irra- 
tional fear of human contact. The source of 
fear was only in her nightmares, a creation of 
her mind that had nothing to do with here, 
now, reality. Withdrawing would hurt Bob 
badly, just as she had hurt him at the hospital. 

She returned the hug a little fiercely, hold- 
ing on too tightly, releasing her brother too 
quickly. Bob gave her a troubled look but said 
nothing. 

Until he saw her hair. 

“What in God’s name did you do to your 
hair?’”’ Bob yelped. 

reat it: 

Alana shook her head, making moonlight 
run like ghostly fingers through the loose 
black curves of her hair. 

“Why?” asked Bob. 
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‘It seemed like a good idea at the time.” 

‘But you've always had long hair.” 

His voice was surprisingly plaintive for a 
man who was just over six-and-a-half feet tall 
and nearly twenty-three vears old. 

“Things change, little brother,’ Alana said 
tightly. 

“Not you, sis,” Bob said, confidence in 
every word. ‘You're like the mountains. You 
never change.” 

Alana stood without moving, not knowing 
what to say. In that moment, she realized for 
the first time how much like a mother she was 
to Bob, how fixed in his mind as a port for 
every storm. Somehow she had given a con- 
tinuity of love and caring to him that she had 
never found for herself after their mother died. 
And Rafe, who had died and then not died. 
But he had come back too late. 

Like now. Too late, Alana thought. How can 
I tell Bob that there are no ports anymore, only 
storms? 

“You're forgetting something, Bob,’’ said 
Rafe, his voice easy yet somehow command- 
ing. 
“What? Oh. Yeah. Damn. I told you, Winter, 
I’m no—” 

‘Sisters are women, too,” Rafe said, cutting 
across whatever Bob had been about to say. 
‘Some sisters are even beautiful women.” 

Rafe’s amber eyes flashed as he looked 
briefly at Alana. His smile reflected the light 
pouring out of the ranch house. 
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Bob cocked his head and looked at Alana as 
though she were a stranger. 

“A matter of taste, I suppose,” Bob said, 
deadpan. ‘She looks like a stray fence post to 
me. Didn’t they have any food in Portland?” 

Quietly Rafe looked from the graceful curve 
of Alana’s neck to the feminine swell of 
breasts, the small waist, the firm curve of hips, 
the legs long and graceful. 

“Burdette,” Rafe said, ‘‘you’re as blind as a 
stone rolling down a mountain.” 

Alana flushed under Rafe’s frankly approv- 
ing glance. Yet she was smiling, too. She was 
used to being told she had a beautiful voice. 
As for the rest, she had never felt especially 
attractive. 

Except when she had been with Rafe and he 
had looked at her the way he was looking at 
her right now, smiling. 

“TI guess Rafe told you, baby brother,’” Alana 
said, glad that the words came out light, teas- 
ing. She smiled at Rafe. “I'll bet you ride a 
white horse and rescue maidens in distress, 
too.” 

Rafe’s face changed, intent, watching Alana 
as though he was willing her to do... some- 
thing. 

The look passed so quickly that Alana 
thought she had imagined it. 

“Wrong, sis,’” said Bob triumphantly, yank- 
ing her suitcase out of the back of the Jeep. 
“The horse Rafe rides is as spotted as his 
past.” 
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Alana looked from Bob to Rafe, wondering 
what her brother meant. 

What had Rafe done in the years before, and 
after, he was declared dead in Central Amer- 
ica? 

“Bob, you need a bridle for that tongue of 
yours,” said Rafe. 

His smile was narrow, his voice flat. 

Bob winced. “Stepped in it again. Sorry. I’m 
not very good at forgetting. Or’’—he looked 
apologetically at Alana again—“remembering, 
either.” 

She sighed. ‘“You couldn’t even keep secrets 
at Christmastime, could you?” 

“Nope,” Bob agreed cheerfully. ‘“Not a one. 
In one ear and out the mouth.” 

Rafe made a sound that was halfway be- 
tween disgust and amusement. 

‘There are times when I can’t believe you’re 
Sam’s brother,” Rafe said dryly. 

Alana looked quickly at Rafe. Something in 
his voice told her that Rafe had seen Sam more 
recently than the times when Sam had hero- 
worshipped the older Rafe from afar. 

“Have you seen Sam? I mean, lately?” 
Alana asked Rafe. 

When Bob would have spoken, Rafe gave 
him a quelling look. 

“We met in Central America,” Rafe said, 
“when Sam was drilling a few dry holes. I - 
haven’t seen him in a while, though.” 

Alana’s lips turned down. 

“Neither have I,” she said. “It’s been years. 
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I was in Florida doing a concert the last time 
he came to the States.’ 

“My brother the spook,” said Bob. ““Now 
you see him, now you don’t.” 

“What?” asked Alana. 

“Oops,” said Bob. 

What Rafe said was mercifully blurred by 
Merry’s voice calling out threats to the hus- 
band who had let her sleep through Alana’s 
homecoming. 

“Honey,” Bob said, dropping Alana’s suit- 
case and racing toward the steps, ‘be careful!”’ 

The dogs ran after Bob, yipping and yap- 
ping with excitement. Alana couldn’t help 
laughing as Bob swept Merry off her tiny feet 
and carried her across the grass, swearing at 
the dogs every step of the way. Merry was 
laughing too, her face buried against Bob’s 
neck as she squealed and ducked away from 
the long-tongued, leaping hounds. 

Rafe put his fists on his hips and shook his 
head, smiling. He turned to Alana and held 
out his hand. 

“Welcome to Broken Mountain Dude 
Ranch,” he said wryly. ‘‘Peace and quiet await 
you. Somewhere. It says so in the fine print in 
the brochure.” 

“T’ll hold you to that,’” murmured Alana. 

Smiling, she rested her hand lightly on 
Rafe’s, feeling the heat and texture of his palm 
as his fingers curled around hers. The touch 
sent both pleasure and fear coursing through 
her. 

The instant before Alana would have with- 
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drawn, Rafe released her hand and picked up 
her luggage. She went ahead quickly, opening 
the screen door for Rafe and for Bob, who was 
still carrying a giggling Merry. 

The dogs stopped short at the threshold and 
begged silently, their amber wolf eyes pale 
and hopeful. 

Alana looked toward Bob. 

“No,” he said firmly. ‘“No weimaraners al- 
lowed.” 

“Not even Vamp?” Alana asked coaxingly. 

“Sis,” Bob said in an exasperated tone, “I 
told you the last time that I don’t want to take 
a chance of Merry tripping over—”’ 

Bob stopped abruptly, remembering too late 
that Alana had no memory of her last trip to 
the ranch. 

“Sorry,” said Alana tightly, closing the 
door. “I forgot.” 

“So did I. Again. Damn.” 

Bob ran his fingers through his thick black 
hair in a gesture both sister and brother had 
learned from their father. 

“Oh, Alana,” Merry said softly, her pretty 
face stricken as she looked at her sister-in-law. 
“Bob didn’t mean to hurt you.” 

“T know.” 

Alana closed her eyes and unclenched her 
hands. 

‘Where do you want the suitcase?’’ asked 
Rafe into the silence. 

His voice was matter-of-fact, as though he 
hadn’t sensed the undercurrents of emotion 
swirling through Alana. She knew better. With 
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every instant she and Rafe spent together, 
Alana became more certain that he was in- 
tensely aware of everything about her. 

“Alana is sleeping in the upstairs bedroom 
on the east corner,” said Merry, wriggling in 
Bob’s arms. ‘‘Put me down, you big moose. 
There’s nothing wrong with my feet.” 

“Never mind,” said Rafe. “I know where 
the room is. Don’t climb any more stairs than 
you have to.” 

“Not you, too!”” Merry rolled her blue eyes 
and pulled on her long blond hair in mock 
despair. ‘““Why me, Lord? Why am I stuck with 
men who think pregnancy is an exotic kind of 
broken leg?” | 

Rafe smiled crookedly as he watched the 
tiny woman’s halfhearted struggle in Bob’s 
thick arms. 

“Enjoy it, Merry,’” Rafe said. ““Come diaper 
time, Bob will develop an exotic kind of bro- 
ken arm.” 

“Slander,’”’ muttered Bob to Merry, nuzzling 
her cheek. ‘Don’t believe a word of it.”’ 

“Believe it,” said Alana. ‘Every time there 
were grubby chores to be done, Bob evapo- 
rated.” 

“Hey, not fair,” he said, a wounded look on 
his face. 

“Not fair or not true?’”’ Alana asked wryly. 

“T grew up after that carnivorous hen ate 
half my hands.” 

“Chicken pox,” called Rafe just before he 
disappeared down the hall at the top of the 
stairway. ‘‘Remember?” 
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Bob groaned. ‘’He’s worse than Sam when 
it comes to keeping track of life’s little lies. 
Mind like a steel trap. No fun at all.” 

Privately Alana thought it would be won- 
derful to have a mind that forgot nothing, held 
everything. If she knew about those six days, 
her nightmares would be gone. 

Or maybe they would just move in and take 
over her days, too. 

Maybe Dr. Gene was right. Maybe she 
wasn’t ready to accept what had happened, at 
least not all of it, every little horrifying detail. 

Height and ice and falling... 

“You look tired, sis,” said Bob. 

He set Merry on her feet with exaggerated 
care and watched lovingly as she yawned, 
waved good night, and went back to the 
downstairs bedroom. He turned back to 
Alana. 

“Want to go right to bed?” he asked. 

Bob waited, but there was no answer. 

iSisay 

With a start, Alana came out of her 
thoughts. Her hand was against her neck, as 
though holding back a scream. 

“Sis? What is it? Are you remembering?”’ 

Alana forced herself not to flinch when 
Bob’s big hand came down on her shoulder. 

“No,” she said, hearing the harshness of her 
voice but unable to make it softer. ‘I’m trying, 
but I’m not remembering anything.” 

“Where does your memory stop?’’ asked 
Bob hesitantly. 

“California. I was packing to come here.”’ 
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“Where does it begin again?”’ 

“When I woke up in the hospital.” 

“Six days.” 

“Nice counting, baby brother,’ Alana said 
sardonically. Then, ‘I’m sorry. It’s just... not 
easy. I don’t know why I forgot, and I’m.. 
afraid.” 

Bob patted Alana’s shoulder clumsily, not 
knowing how to comfort the older sister who 
had always been the one to comfort him. 

“YT love you, sis.” 

Tears burned behind Alana’s eyes. She 
looked up into the face that was as familiar to 
her as her own. Familiar, yet different. Bob 
was a man now, but in her memories he was 
so often a boy. 

“Thanks,” she whispered. ‘I love you, too.” 

Bob smiled almost shyly and squeezed Ala- 
na’s shoulder. A frown passed over his face as 
he felt her slight body beneath his big hand. 

“You're nearly as small as Merry,” said Bob, 
surprise clear in his voice. 

Alana almost laughed. “Ym three inches 
taller.” 

Bob dismissed the inches with a wave of his 
hand. 

‘“That’s not what I meant,” he said. “I’ve al- 
ways thought of you as... bigger. You know. 
Physically.” 

“And I’ve always thought of you as smaller. 
Guess we both have some new thinking to 
do.” 

“Yeah, guess so.” Bob ran his thick fingers 
through his hair. ‘I’ve been thinking a lot 
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since Merry got pregnant. It’s kind of scary.” 
Then he grinned. “It’s kind of fantastic, too.” 

Alana smiled despite her trembling lips. 

“You'll be a good father, Bob. Just like 
you're a good rancher.” 

Bob’s eyes widened slightly, showing clear 
brown depths. 

“You mean that, sis? About being a good 
rancher, too?” 

“You've been good to the land. It shows. 
Rafe thinks so, too,” she added. 

Bob smiled with pleasure. ““High marks 
from both of you, huh? That means a lot to 
me. I know how much you love the ranch. 
And Rafe, well, he’s a hard son of a bitch, but 
he’s working miracles with the Lazy W. It had 
really gone to hell by the time his father had 
that last stroke.” 

‘How long has Rafe lived at the Lazy W?” 

Bob looked uncomfortable, obviously re- 
membering the time Alana had come for a 
visit and he had told her that Rafael Winter 
was alive. 

“Bob?”’ Alana pressed. 

‘A couple of years,” he admitted. 

“All that time?’ asked Alana. 

Before, when she had known Rafe, loved 
him, been engaged to him, his work had taken 
him on long trips to unexpected places. 

‘He used to travel a lot,” she added. 

“Yeah. About four years ago he was... uh, 
he had some kind of accident in some godfor- 
saken place. And then his father died. Rafe has 
stayed on the Lazy W the whole time since 
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then. Guess he’s here for good. Unless some- 
thing goes to hell overseas or Sam gets in trou- 
ble again and needs Rafe to pull his tail out of 
a crack.” 

“Sam? In trouble? How? And what could 
Rafe do about it?” 

Bob laughed wryly. “Sis, Rafe would—” 

“Bring Sam a toothbrush,” said Rafe from 
the stairway. 

Alana looked up. Rafe was leaning against 
the wall, his hands in his pockets, his shirt 
tightly across bunched shoulder muscles. For 
all his casual pose, she sensed that Rafe was 
angry about something. 

Bob breathed a curse and an apology. 

“IT warned you, Rafe,” Bob said. “I’m no 
damn good at—” 

“Burdette.” Rafe’s voice cracked with au- 
thority. “Shut up. If you can’t do that, talk 
about the weather.” 

There was a charged silence for a moment. 
Alana looked from Bob to Rafe and back 
again. Although her brother had five inches 
and fifty pounds on Rafe, Rafe didn’t seem the 
least bit intimidated by the prospect of a 
brawl. 

“Storm coming on,” said Bob _ finally. 
“Should be thunder in the high country by 
midnight, rain down here before dawn. It’s 
supposed to clear up at sunrise, though. Part 
of a cold front that’s moving across the Rock- 
ies. Now, if you ask me, I think we should 
roust those sleeping dudes upstairs and leave 
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for your lodge at dawn or as soon afterward 
as it stops raining.” 

That,” said Rafe distinctly, “is one hell of 
an idea. Do you suppose you can keep your 
feet out of your mouth long enough to sit a 
horse all the way to Five Lakes Lodge?’ 

‘“Didn’t you know I’m a trick rider?”’ said 
Bob, his smile wide and forgiving. 

“Who had chicken pox,” retorted Rafe, but 
he was smiling, too. 

“Now you got it,’ said Bob approvingly. 
“Keep that good thought until morning. And 
I'll practice biting my damned tongue. But 
only for a while.” 

“T’ll hold you to it.” 

“Yeah. It goes both ways, Winter. Don’t for- 
get. I sure as hell won’t. Goodnight.” 

Beneath the humor in Bob’s voice there was 
something much harder. 

Alana heard it, and she wondered if Rafe 
heard it, too. 

And then she wondered why Bob, who was 
normally easygoing to a fault, was leaning on 
Rafael Winter. 


SF5 


Ria SHOOK HIS HEAD AND 
said something harsh under his breath as Bob 
vanished. But Rafe was smiling when he 
turned to Alana. 

“How did you hold your own?” he asked. 
“Sam and Bob together. My God. And Dave, 
too. Boggles the mind.” 

“What did Bob mean about your ‘spotted 
past’?” asked Alana. 

“Terrible work record,’” Rafe said laconi- 
cally. ‘““Moved around a lot. Remember?” 

“And about Sam being in trouble?” 

“He’s not in trouble now.” 

“But he was?” persisted Alana. 

“Everyone gets in trouble now and again.” 


it 
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Alana made an exasperated sound. “Am I 
permitted to ask about the dudes?” 

Rafe’s glance narrowed. 

“Sure,” he said. ’’Ask away.” 

“But will I get any answers?” 

‘‘Now I remember how you held your own 
with your brothers,” Rafe said, smiling. ‘’Stub- 
born.” 

“T prefer to think of it as determined.” 

“Good thing, determination.” 

Alana looked at Rafe’s carefully bland ex- 
pression, at the intelligence and humor that 
gave depth to his whiskey eyes, at the clean 
line of his lips beneath his mustache. 

What she saw made her forget her unan- 
swered questions. Rafe had taken off his hat, 
revealing the rich depths of color and texture 
in his hair. It was a very dark brown, with 
surprising gleams of gold, clean and thick and 
lustrous. No shadow of beard lay beneath his 
skin, which meant that he must have shaved 
before he picked her up at the airport. 

The open collar of Rafe’s shirt revealed hair 
darker than his mustache, more curly. Her 
glance went back to his forehead, where the 
rich brown hair had been combed back by his 
fingers. 

Is ita memory or a dream, Alana asked her- 
self silently, or did Rafe’s hair once feel like 
winter mink between my fingers? 

“What are you thinking?” he asked. 

Rafe’s voice was casual, as though he were 
asking the time. 

Reflexively Alana responded to the offhand 
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tone, answering before she realized what he 
had asked or what her answer would reveal. 

“Your hair/’ she said, “like winter 
mink... ?” 

“Want to find out?” 

“What?” 

“If my hair feels like mink.” 

Rafe spoke as though it were a perfectly nor- 
mal thing for Alana to do. 

“Don’t worry,’ he added softly. ‘I won’t 
touch you at all. I know you don’t want to be 
touched.” 

Rafe’s voice was low, murmurous, as sooth- 
ing as it had been in the Jeep when nightmare 
had overtaken Alana without warning. 

“Go ahead and touch me,” he said. “I prom- 
ise | won’t do anything but stand here. You’re 
safe with me, Alana. Always. I’m the man who 
came to take you home.” 

Alana looked at the amber eyes and gentle 
smile while Rafe’s voice surrounded her, ca- 
ressing her. His hands were still in his pockets, 
his body was still relaxed. His posture told 
Alana that he understood and accepted her 
fear of being touched, held. Restrained. 

“How did you know?” Alana asked, her 
voice trembling. 

“That you didn’t want to be touched?” 

“Nes.” 

“Every time I touch you, you freeze. That’s 
as good as words for me. Better.” 

Alana was caught by the emotion she 
sensed coiling beneath Rafe’s surface calm. 

He sent back my letter unopened, Alana 
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thought tensely. But did he dream of me, too? 
Is my coldness cutting him, making him bleed 
as I bled when my letter came back unopened? 

Remembered grief ripped through Alana, 
shaking her. 

That’s in the past, she told herself harshly. 
I’m living in the present. Today, Rafe has 
shown me only kindness. And now I’m hurt- 
ing him. 

Alana wanted to hold on to Rafe, comforting 
both of them, but the thought of being held in 
return made her body tense to fight or flee. 

“It isn’t anything personal,’”’ she said in a 
strained voice. 

‘Are you sure it isn’t something I’ve done?” 

Alana looked at Rafe. His eyes were as clear 
as a high-country stream. Glints of gold and 
topaz mixed with the predominant amber 
color, radiating outward from the black pupil. 
He was watching her with strange intensity. 

“I’m sure,’ she said, sighing, relaxing. 
“NVery:sure.; 

“Then what is it?’”’ Rafe asked gently. 

“I—I don’t know. Since Jack died, I just 
don’t like people touching me.” 

“Do you like touching people?” 

wy 

Alana stopped, a puzzled expression bring- 
ing her black brows together. 

“I hadn’t thought about it that way,’’ she 
admitted. 

Rafe waited, watching her. 

And Alana watched Rafe, absorbing his si- 
lence and his restraint, the pulse beating 
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slowly in his neck, the slide and coil of mus- 
cles across his chest as he breathed in the even 
rhythms of relaxation, waiting for her. 

Slowly Alana’s hand came up. He bent 
down to make it easier for her to touch him. 
Her fingers brushed over his hair lightly, hes- 
itated, then quickly retreated. 

“Well?” Rafe asked as he straightened, smil- 
ing. “Is someone going to skin me for a fancy 
coat?” 

Alana laughed a little breathlessly. 

“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “It was so 
quick,” 

“Try again,” he offered casually. 

Alana climbed the stairs until she was on 
the same step as Rafe. This time her hand lin- 
gered as she allowed his hair to sift over the 
sensitive skin between her fingers. With a 
smile that was both shy and remembering, she 
lifted her hand. 

“Better,” Rafe said. ‘“‘But you should take 
lessons from a professional furrier.”’ 

She made a questioning sound. 

“Professionals rub the pelt with their palms 
and fingertips,” said Rafe. 

His glance moved from Alana’s mouth to 
her glossy black hair. 

“And they tease the fur with their breath,” 
he said, “hold its softness to their lips, smell 
it, taste it, then gently slide the fur over their 
most sensitive skin.” 

Alana’s breath caught. A shiver of pleasure 
spread through her at the thought of being 
touched so gently ... by Rafael Winter. 
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“Do they really?” she asked. 

“T don’t know,” Rafe admitted, his voice a 
teasing kind of velvet as he smiled down at 
her. ‘But that’s what I’d do to you if you were 
a fur and I were a furrier.”’ 

Though Rafe hadn’t moved any closer, 
Alana felt surrounded by him, by sensual pos- 
sibilities that sent warmth showering through 
her. 

Suddenly, vividly, memories from the times 
they had made love went through Alana’s 
body like liquid lightning. She had spent so 
long trying to forget, yet the memories were 
as hot and fresh as though newly made. 

Or perhaps her memories of Rafe’s exquisite 
touch were merely hunger and dream entan- 
gled so thoroughly that truth was lost. An- 
other kind of amnesia, more gentle, but just as 
filled with pitfalls in the present. 

Yet Alana had just touched Rafe, and he had 
felt better than in her memories. 

Rafe smiled as though he knew exactly what 
Alana was feeling. Before she could retreat, he 
pushed away from the wall and passed her on 
the narrow stairway without touching her. 
When he spoke his voice was no longer teas- 
ing, husky, intimate. 

‘Get some sleep,” Rafe advised. ‘Bob and I 
weren't kidding about leaving at dawn. If you 
need anything, I’m in the room next to yours. 
Don’t worry about making noise. The dudes 
are still on Virginia time. Sleeping like babes 
all in a row.” 
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She stared at Rafe as he walked toward the 
living room. 

“And Alana...” 

Rafe turned back toward her, his face half 
in light, half in shadow, his eyes the radiant 
gold of sunset rain. 

“Yes?” she asked. _ 

“Don’t be afraid. Whatever happens, I’m 
here.” 

Rafe vanished into the living room before 
Alana could answer. 

Slowly she walked upstairs to her room, 
hoping at every moment to hear Rafe’s foot- 
steps behind her. 

Only silence followed Alana to her bed- 
room. 

The exhaustion of sleepless nights combined 
with the familiar background sounds of the 
ranch to send Alana into a deep sleep. She 
slept undisturbed until clouds gathered and 
thickened, stitched together by lightning and 
torn apart by thunder. 

Then she began to sleep restlessly, her head 
moving from side to side, her limbs shifting 
unpredictably, her throat clenching over un- 
spoken words. 


Riding next to Jack, arguing. 

He’s angry and the clouds are angry and the 
mountains loom over me like thunder. 

Spruce and fir and aspens bent double by the 
cruel wind. Wind tearing off leaves, spinning them 
like bright coins into the black void, and the horses 
are gone. 
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Screaming but no one can hear, I'm a single 
bright leaf spinning endlessly down and down 
and— 


Cold, sweating, Alana woke up, her heart 
hammering against her ribs, her breath rag- 
ged. She looked at the bedside clock. Three- 
forty. Too soon to get up, even if they were 
leaving at dawn. 

Lightning bleached the room, leaving in- 
tense darkness behind, trailing an avalanche of 
thunder. 

Suddenly Alana felt trapped. 

She leaped out of bed, yanked open the 
door, and ran into the hallway. She raced 
down the stairs and out onto the front porch. 
Incandescent lightning skidded over the land, 
separated by split seconds of darkness that 
were almost dizzying. 

Frightened, disoriented, a broken scream 
tearing at her throat, Alana turned back to the 
front door. 

A man came out, walking toward her. 

At first Alana thought it was Rafe; then she 
realized that the man was too tall. But it 
wasn’t Bob. The walk was different. 

Lightning came again, outlining the man, re- 
vealing his pale hair, long sideburns, blunt nose, 
narrow mouth, and eyes so blue they were al- 
most black. 

Jack. 

Past and present, nightmare and reality fused 
into a seamless horror. Helpless, terrified, shak- 
en by thunder and her own screaming, Alana 
scrambled backward, hands flailing frantically, 


FORGET ME NOT 79 


running, scrambling, falling, and everywhere ice and 
lightning, thunder and darkness and screaming. 
Falling. 
I'm falling ...! 


This time Alana could hear the screams tear- 
ing apart her throat. But it wasn’t Jack’s name 
she screamed as she spun toward the void. 

It was Rafe’s. 

The front door burst open and slammed back 
against the wall. Abruptly Jack disappeared be- 
tween one stroke of lightning and the next. 

Shaking, holding on to herself, Alana told 
herself that Jack was a product of her imagi- 
nation, a waking nightmare from which she 
would soon be freed. 

Then she saw Jack laid out on the porch, 
Rafe astride him, Rafe’s forearm like an iron 
bar across Jack’s throat. 

Panic exploded inside Alana, shards of ice 
slashing through her, paralyzing her. Jack was 
so much bigger than Rafe, as big as Bob, big- 
ger, and Jack could be so cruel in his strength. 

Then her paralysis melted, sliding away into 
darkness and lightning as Alana realized that 
Rafe was in control. It was Jack who was 
down and was going to stay that way until 
Rafe decided to let him up again. 

Bob ran out onto the front porch, flashlight 
in one hand and shotgun in the other. He saw 
Rafe and the man beneath him. 

“What in the hell—?” began Bob. 

Then he saw Alana backed up against the 
porch railing, terror in every line of her face, 
her hands clenched around her throat. 
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“Sis? Oh, God!” 

Bob started for her, holding out his arms. 

Alana screamed. 

Rafe came to his feet in a single powerful 
lunge. He stood between brother and sister. 

“Don’t touch her,” Rafe said flatly. 

“But—’ began Bob. 

Lightning flared again. Bob saw Rafe’s face, 
hard and utterly savage. Without another 
word, Bob backed up. 

Rafe turned with the same fluid power that 
he had used to come up off the porch floor. 
As he looked at Alana, his eyes burned with 
rage and regret. He ached to gather her in his 
arms, to hold her, to feel her melt and flow 
along his body as she accepted his embrace. 

And he knew that was a dream, and she 
lived in nightmare. Broken Mountain was de- 
stroying their future as surely as his ‘‘death”’ 
once had. 

“It’s all right, wildflower,” Rafe said quietly. 
“IT won’t let anyone touch you. Not even me.” 

Numbly Alana nodded, hearing the word 
wildflower echo and reecho in her mind, a 
name from the deep past, before Rafe had died 
and been reborn, killing her without knowing 
it. 

Wildflower. 

A name out of dreams. 

A name out of nightmares. 

“Bob,” Rafe said without turning around, 
“pick up Stan and get the hell out of Alana’s 
sight. Now.” 

Bob had no desire to argue with the whip- 
like voice, the poised fighting stance, the mus- 
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cles visibly coiled across Rafe’s naked back, 
ready to unleash violence. Silently Bob bent 
over, levered the man called Stan to his feet, 
and dragged him into the living room. 

The screen door banged shut behind them 
like a small crack of thunder. 

Distant lightning came, revealing Rafe’s 
face, harshness and yearning combined. 

Alana blinked, half expecting Rafe to van- 
ish. 

He stayed before her, outlined by forked 
lightning, a man both lean and powerful, 
wearing only jeans, and regret was a dark veil 
across his features. 

Instinctively Alana swayed toward him, 
needing the very comfort that her mind 
wouldn’t let her take. 

Rafe stood without moving, looking at her 
slender body shaken by shudders of cold and 
fear, his own private nightmare come true. He 
would have put his arms around her, but he 
knew that she would only scream again, tear- 
ing both of them apart. 

In the end, Rafe could not help holding out 
his hand to Alana. It was a gesture that asked 
nothing, offered everything. 

“Hold on to me, wildflower,” he said softly. 
“Tf you want to.” 

With a small sound, Alana took Rafe’s hand 
between her own. She held on to him with 
bruising intensity. He didn’t object. Nor did he 
so much as curl his fingers around hers. She 
took a shuddering breath, then another, fight- 
ing to control herself. 

“T thought—” Alana’s voice broke. 
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She bent over, pressing her forehead to the 
back of Rafe’s hand. He was as warm as life 
itself, flowing into her, giving her peace. She 
swallowed and spoke without lifting her head. 

“I thought he was J-Jack.” 

Rafe’s left hand hovered over Alana’s bent 
head, as though he would stroke her hair. 
Then his hand dropped to his side and re- 
mained there, clenched in a fist. 

He was afraid to touch her, to frighten her 
and rend the fragile fabric of trust being wo- 
ven between them. 

“Stan is one of the dudes,” Rafe said quietly, 
but emotions turned just beneath the smooth 
surface of his voice, testing his control. ‘Stan 
is big, like Jack was. And blond.” 

Alana shuddered and said nothing. 

“If I had known that the first time you saw 
Stan it would be in the lightning and darkness, 
a storm, like Broken Mountain—” Rafe didn’t 
finish. “I’m sorry, wildflower. For so many 
things.” 

But the last words were said so softly that 
Alana wasn’t sure she had heard them at all. 
For a moment longer she clung to Rafe’s hand, 
drawing strength and warmth from him, the 
nightmare draining away, fading like thunder 
into the distance. 

Slowly Alana’s head came up. She drew 
more deep breaths, sending oxygen through a 
body that had been starved for it, paralyzed 
by fear to the point that she had forgotten to 
breathe. Gradually the shuddering left her 
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body, only to return as shivers of cold rather 
than fear. 

For the first time she realized that she was 
wearing only a thin silk nightshirt, which the 
icy rain had plastered across her body. The 
vivid orange cloth was nearly black where wa- 
ter had touched it, as dark as her eyes looking 
up at Rafe. 

Alana shivered again, and for an instant 
Rafe held his warm hand against her cheek. A 
single fingertip traced the black wing of her 
eyebrow with such exquisite gentleness that 
she forgot to be afraid. Tears stood in her eyes, 
magnifying them. Tears flowed down silently, 
tears as warm as Rafe’s hand. 

With dreamlike slowness, Alana turned her 
face until her lips rested against his palm. 
When she spoke, her breath was another ca- 
ress flowing over his skin. 

“Thank you for understanding,” Alana 
whispered. 

Rafe’s body tensed visibly as he fought his 
impulse to hold Alana, to turn her lips up to 
his own, to taste again the warmth of her, to 
feel her respond. He knew that if he reached 
for her she would retreat, terrified. 

And that knowledge was a knife turning in- 
side him. 

Slowly Alana released Rafe’s hand. For a 
moment he held his palm against her cheek, 
then he withdrew. 

“I feel like such a fool,’”’ said Alana, closing 
her eyes. “‘What must that poor man think of 
me?”’ 
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‘Stan thinks he was a real horse’s ass to 
come barging outside after you in a storm, 
scaring you half to death,” said Rafe, his voice 
like a whip once more. “He’s lucky I didn’t 
take him apart.” 

Alana made a sound of protest. 

“It was my fault, not his,” she said. “Tl 
have to apologize.” 

“Like hell. Stan will apologize to you, in 
good light, when you can see him clearly. And 
then he will stay away from you.” 

Rafe’s words were clear and hard, like gla- 
cier ice. Alana realized that he was furious, but 
not with her. He was enraged with Stan, be- 
cause Stan had frightened her. 

Then she realized that Rafe was also furious 
with himself, because he hadn’t prevented her 
from being frightened. 

“It wasn’t your fault,” whispered Alana. 

“The hell it wasn’t.” 

Then, before she could respond, Rafe was 
talking again. 

“You're shivering. Are you ready to go back 
inside?”’ 

Alana hesitated. The thought of seeing the 
man who looked so much like Jack disturbed 
her deeply. But she had no choice. She refused 
to spend the rest of her life at the mercy of her 
own fears. 

She clenched her hands at her sides, took a 
deep breath, and lifted her chin. 

“Yes, I’m ready,’ Alana said. 

“You don’t have to.” Rafe’s voice was gentle 
despite his tightly leashed anger. ‘‘I’ll go in 
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and tell Bob you’d rather not meet Stan right 
now.” 

“No. I’ve got to stop being so damned... 
fragile.” 

“You've been through too much, too re- 
cently. You’ve been through more than any- 
one should have to bear. Don’t be so hard on 
yourself. Ease up. Give yourself a chance to 
heal.” 

Alana shook her head. 

She wasn’t healing. The nightmare was get- 
ting worse, taking over more and more of her 
waking hours. 

“Life goes on, Rafe. The biggest cliché, and 
the one with the most truth. I have to go on, 
too. I have to leave those six days behind me. 
I have to.” 

For an instant Rafe closed his eyes, unable 
to bear either Alana’s pain or her courage. 

“Just like a wildflower,” he whispered. 
“Delicate and tough, growing in the most dif- 
ficult places.” 

He opened his eyes and held his hand out 
to her. 

“Will you let me help you?” Rafe asked. 

After a moment's hesitation, Alana put her 
hand in Rafe’s. The warmth of his skin was 
like fire, telling her how cold her own body 
was. 

“Thank you,” Rafe said simply. 

Then he opened the door and led Alana 
back into the living room, where her night- 
mare waited. 





SF 6 


B.. AND STAN WERE SITTING 
in the living room, talking about storms and 
high-country trout. Both men looked up, then 
away, Clearly not wanting to intrude if Alana 
needed privacy. 

Rafe plucked a flannel shirt off a coatrack 
standing near the door, draped the colorful 
plaid folds over Alana, and turned toward the 
two men. 

Instantly Stan stood up. 

Alana took a quick breath and stepped back- 
ward until she came up hard against Rafe’s 
chest. Over Alana’s head, Rafe smiled coldly 
at the blond, muscular giant who was every 
bit as tall as Bob. 


87 


88 ELIZABETH LOWELL 


“Alana Reeves, meet Stan Wilson,” said 
Rafe. ‘Stan, you'll understand if Alana doesn’t 
want to shake hands. You have an unnerving 
resemblance to her recently deceased hus- 
band.” 

For a long moment, Rafe and Stan measured 
each other. 

Stan nodded, a brief incline of his head that 
was almost an apology. Then his head moved 
slightly as he looked toward Alana. 

At the sight of Stan’s cobalt-blue eyes, Alana 
made a small sound. Like Jack. Just like Jack. 
Only the solid warmth of Rafe at her back kept 
her from falling into nightmare again. 

‘I’m sorry, Mrs. Reeves,’”’ Stan said. ‘I sure 
didn’t mean to frighten you like that.” 

Relief uncurled deep inside Alana. The 
voice was different, entirely different, deeper, 
permeated by the subtle rhythms of the South- 
west. 

‘Please call me Alana,” she said. ‘“And I’m 
sorry for—” 

“You have nothing to apologize for,” said 
Rafe, cutting across Alana’s words. ‘Now that 
Stan is aware of the situation, I’m sure he 
won't take you by surprise again.” 

Rafe’s voice was smooth and polished, steel 
hard, having no soft surfaces that might admit 
argument. His eyes were narrowed, watching 
Stan with the intensity of a cougar stalking 
deer. 

Again, Stan hesitated before responding. 
Again, Stan nodded slightly, though his ex- 
pression was as hard as Rafe’s. 


, 
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Alana looked from one man to the other and 
then to Bob, whom she feared would be wor- 
ried about the fate of his dreams for a dude 
ranch. If Stan Wilson had an awful vacation at 
the Broken Mountain Dude Ranch, he would 
hardly recommend the place to his wealthy 
clients. 

Yet Bob didn’t look upset. He looked more 
like a man making bets with himself, and win- 
ning. 

When Bob realized that Alana was watching 
him, he smiled at her. 

“Some homecoming, sis,’ Bob said, shaking 
his head. 

“Yes,” she whispered. “Some homecom- 
ing.” 

Yawning, Bob looked at the wristwatch he 
always wore. | 

“Well, there’s not much point in me going 
back to sleep,’” Bob said, stretching. “T’ll start 
working on the pack string. Stan, you said you 
wanted to watch a real cowboy at work. Still 
game?” 

The faint challenge in Bob’s voice brought a 
smile to Stan’s face. 

Quickly Alana looked away. The smile was 
like an echo of Jack, charming and boyish. 
Stan was a very handsome man...and Ala- 
na’s skin crawled every time she looked at 
him. 

It wasn’t rational or fair to Stan, but it 
wasn’t something she could control, either. 

“T’ll be glad to help you,’ drawled Stan, 
“seeing as how you're such a puny thing.” 
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Bob looked startled, then laughed out loud. 
He clapped Stan on the shoulder and led him 
toward the kitchen. Bob’s voice drifted back as 
the two huge men left the room. 

“Merry left some coffee warming. We'll 
need it. And I’ve got a jacket that I think will 
fit you, seeing as how you’re such a puny 
thing, too.” 

Listening, Alana realized that her brother 
liked Stan. That was different from before, 
from Jack. Bob hadn’t liked Jack at all. None 
of the Burdettes had. 

Alana heard Stan’s laughter trailing back 
into the living room, laughter as charming as 
his smile. Yet, unlike the smile, Stan’s laughter 
didn’t remind Alana of Jack. Jack had rarely 
laughed, and never at himself. 

Even so, she was glad that Stan was out of 
sight. It was unnerving to catch a glimpse of 
him out of the corner of her eye, blond shades 
of Jack stalking behind her. She let out a long 
sigh as the kitchen door slammed, telling her 
that the two men were on the way to the barn. 

“Okay?” asked Rafe, feeling the deep breath 
Alana had taken and let out, for her back was 
still pressed against his chest. 

Alana nodded. ‘‘He—he’s nice, isn’t he?” 

Rafe grunted, a sound that told her nothing. 

“Bob likes him,’’ said Alana. 

“They’re a lot alike,” Rafe said dryly. ““Mus- 
cle and impulse in equal amounts and places.” 

“Between their ears?” suggested Alana. 

“Sometimes.”” Rafe sighed. ‘Just some- 
times.” 
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Alana shifted her weight slightly. The move- 
ment reminded her that she was standing very 
close to Rafe, all but leaning on him. The con- 
tact didn’t bother her. He wasn’t touching her. 
She was touching him. 

The difference was both subtle and infinitely 
reassuring. The warmth of Rafe’s bare chest 
radiated through the flannel shirt and her 
damp silk nightshirt, a warmth as natural as 
the embers glowing in the living room hearth. 

For an instant Alana wanted to turn and 
wrap herself in his warmth, chasing away the 
chill that had come the day they’d told her that 
Rafe was dead. 

She shivered again, but not from cold. 

“You should try to sleep a little more,’’ Rafe 
said. ‘“You’re still on West Coast time.” 

He was so close to Alana that she felt the 
vibration of his chest as he spoke, the subtle 
movement of his muscles as he bent slightly 
toward her, and the brush of his breath over 
her ear. She closed her eyes, savoring a tactile 
intimacy that demanded nothing from her. 

“T feel safer here with you,” she said simply. 

Alana felt Rafe’s quick, subdued breath and 
realized what she had said. She tensed, know- 
ing that if Rafe accepted her unintended invi- 
tation and put his arms around her, she had 
only herself to blame. 

The worst of it was that part of her very 
much wanted his arms around her. 

And part of her panicked at the thought of 
being held. 

Suddenly Alana wondered if Jack had been 
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holding her when they fell, if that was why 
_ she froze at a man’s touch. 

Does my mind equate the act of being em- 
braced with falling and terror and death? 
Alana asked herself silently. 

She stiffened, listening intently, hoping to 
hear an inner voice say yes or no, hoping to 
tear the veil of amnesia and look upon just a 
few minutes of those six missing days. 

The only answer, if answer it was, came in 
the sudden coldness of her skin, nausea turn- 
ing in her stomach, her heart beating quickly, 
erratically. 

“What's wrong?’ asked Rafe, sensing the 
change in Alana. Then, sadly, ‘‘Does being 
close to me frighten you?” 

“No, it’s not that. I was thinking of Jack.” 

Behind Alana, Rafe’s expression changed, 
tightening in anger and defeat. But his voice 
was neutral when he spoke. 

“Did you love him?” 

Alana closed her eyes. 

“No,” she said flatly. “I didn’t love him.” 

“Then why did you marry him so fast? Not 
even two months after—” 

Abruptly Rafe stopped speaking. 

‘They told me you were dead,” Alana said, 
her voice ragged. ‘Music was all that was left 
to me. And that meant Jack, a voice to make 
angels weep.” 

‘I’m sorry,” said Rafe, stepping backward. 
“I had no right to ask.” 

Rafe’s voice was neutral, distant, and Ala- 
na’s back felt cold without his warmth. She 
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spun around, suddenly angry, remembering 
the letter that had come back, Rafe’s own 
handwriting telling her that he didn’t want to 
say anything to her, not even good-bye. 

“That’s correct,’ Alana said tightly. “You 
have no right. You didn’t even open my let- 
fer’ 

“You were another man’s woman.” 

Rafe’s voice was as opaque as his eyes, his 
mouth a thin line of remembered anger be- 
neath his dark mustache. 

“TI never belonged to Jack. Not like that.” 

“You were his wife. Didn’t that mean any- 
thing to you?” 

“Yes,” Alana said harshly. “It meant you 
were dead!” 

Tears spilled suddenly down her cheeks. 
She spun away, wanting only to be alone, not 
to be torn between a past she couldn’t change 
and a present that was trying to destroy her. 

“Alana, please don’t turn away.” 

Rafe’s voice was gentle, coaxing, making 
subtle music out of her name. She knew with- 
out turning around that he was holding his 
hand out to her, asking her for something she 
could not give. 

Trust. Caring. Warmth. Passion. Love. All 
the things she needed but no longer believed 
in. Not really. 

Those things had been taken away from her 
once too often. She had survived her mother’s 
death. She had survived her lover’s death. She 
had survived her husband’s death. 

Now Alana was trying to survive a different 
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kind of death, a shattering loss of belief in her 
own strength, her own mind, her music. Now 
she was trying not to ask herself if it was 
worth it, any of it, if there was no end to fear 
and loss and death. 

“I’m sorry, wildflower. I shouldn’t have 
brought up the past. It’s too soon. You’re too 
close to what happened on Broken Mountain.” 

Rafe walked to Alana, not stopping until he 
felt the cool, rough flannel he had draped 
around her shoulders rubbing against his 
chest. She sensed his arm moving and held her 
breath, anticipating his touch, not knowing 
whether she would run or scream or stand 
quietly. 

It was agony not to know, not to be able to 
trust anything, most of all herself. 

“No,” Alana said hoarsely, stepping away. 
‘I can’t take any more. Leave me alone, Rafe.” 

“Is it the letter? Is that what you can’t for- 
give me for?”’ Rafe asked sadly. 

“No. It’s worse than the letter, although that 
was bad enough, losing you a_ second 
tN ani) 

Alana’s voice died. 

“If not the letter, what?’’ Rafe said softly, 
urgently. ““What have I done? What are your 
memories? ”’ 

At first Alana thought she wasn’t going to 
tell him. Then words rushed out of her in a 
bittersweet torrent. 

“After you, I couldn’t bear another man’s 
touch. God, how Jack hated you! You ruined 
me for any other man.” 
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Rafe’s face changed, all anger and urgency 
gone, only hunger remaining. He reached for 
Alana and could not help protesting when she 
flinched away. 

“Alana. Don’t. Please.” 

She turned and looked at Rafe with eyes 
that were wild and dark, shadows as deep as 
despair. 

“Jack got even with me, though,” Alana 
whispered. “Somehow he ruined me for any 
man at all. Even you!”’ 

Alana turned and fled up the stairs, not 
stopping even when Rafe called out her name 
in a voice hoarse with emotion, a cry out of 
her dreams and nightmares. 

She locked the bedroom door behind her 
and stared out the window until dawn came, 
bringing color and life to the black land. She 
watched the world change, born anew out of 
the empty night. 

Just as the last star faded, she heard Bob’s 
voice. 

“Sis? You awake?” 

Alana realized she was shivering, her skin 
icy, roughened by gooseflesh. Every muscle 
ached with the tension that hadn’t left her 
since Broken Mountain. Now she faced an- 
other day like all the other days. 

But not quite. This day would bring the ex- 
quisite torture of being close to the only man 
she had ever loved. So close and yet so very, 
very far away. 

Dream and nightmare and nothing in be- 
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tween, no safety, no port in the unending, vi- 
olent storm. 

“Alana?” 

“Yes,’’ she said tiredly. “I’m awake.” 

“Don’t sound so happy about it,” teased 
Bob. 

Alana tugged the flannel shirt more firmly 
around her, opened the door, and pulled her 
mouth into the semblance of a smile. 

‘Morning, little brother,” she said, grateful 
that her voice sounded better than she felt. “‘Is 
it time for me to cook breakfast?” 

‘‘Nope. Merry’s doing the honors this morn- 
ing. I just came up to get your gear.” 

Alana gestured toward the small duffel bag 
on the bed. 

“Have at it,” she said. 

“That's all?” 

‘This is a pack trip, right? I don’t think the 
trees will care how I’m dressed,’ Alana said, 
shrugging. 

“EY; THE 

Bob gave his sister a sidelong glance, then 
asked softly, ‘“Are you sure you’re up to this?” 

“What does that have to do with it?” asked 
Alana sardonically. ‘Ready or not, here life 
comes.” 

She smiled to take the sting out of her 
words, but she could tell from Bob’s look that 
she hadn’t been very convincing. 

“It’s okay, Bob. Not to worry. I’m doing 
fine. Just fine.” 

He hesitated, then nodded. ‘Like Dr. Gene 
says, Burdettes are survivors. And you're the 
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toughest Burdette of all, sis. You taught the 
rest of us how to survive after Mom died.” 

Alana blinked back sudden tears. 

“Would you mind very much if I hugged 
you?” she asked. 

Bob looked startled, then pleased. Remem- 
bering Rafe’s blunt instructions, Bob kept his 
arms at his sides while Alana gave him a hard 
hug. 

“You're stronger than you feel,’”” said Bob, 
patting her slender shoulder. 

Alana Be strangely and shook her 
head. 

“T hope so, Babe brother. I hope so.’ 

“Are you—are you remembering ais 
now that you’re home?” asked Bob in a rush. 
Then, “Damn, there I go! Rafe will nail my 
dumb hide to the barn if he finds out.” 

Alana stiffened at Rafe’s name. 

‘What happens between me and my brother 
is none of Rafe’s business.” 

Bob laughed. “Don’t you believe it, sis. That 
is one determined man. Makes a pack mule 
look positively wishy-washy.” 

She looked narrowly at her brother. 

“You don’t resent Rafe, though, do you?” 
Alana asked. 

Surprised, Bob stared down at Alana. His. 
dark eyes, so like her own, narrowed as he 
measured the emotion on her face. 

“Rafe is quite a man. I don’t resent learning 
from him. Granted,” said Bob with a smile, 
‘he’s a jealous son of a bitch. I thought he was 
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going to fieldstrip Stan and feed him to the 
coyotes.” 

Alana blinked, seeing the previous night 
through Bob’s eyes, a totally different view. 

‘Jealous?” she asked. 

Bob snapped his fingers and waved his 
hands in front of her face. 

‘Wake up, sis. Stan wouldn’t have minded, 
er, soothing you. And Rafe has made it pretty 
plain that...” 

Shrugging, Bob shut up, his caution for once 
getting the better of his tongue. 

‘Rafe cares about you,” Bob said, ‘‘and Stan 
is bigger, stronger, and better looking than 
Rafe. No surprise that Rafe’s jealous.” 

“Stan’s bigger,’’ agreed Alana, ‘‘but it was 
Stan who ended up flat on his back. And 
there’s more to looks than blond hair, bulging 
muscles, and a big smile. A lot more.” 

Bob grinned. ‘‘Does that mean you've for- 
given Rafe for not opening your letter?”’ 

Alana’s face changed, darkness and grief 
clear on her features. Bob swore. 

‘“Goddamnit, sis. I’m sorry. I'll never learn 
when to keep my big mouth shut.” 

“Sure you will,” said Rafe from the door- 
way, ‘even if I have to pound the lessons into 
your thick skull one by one with a twenty- 
pound sledgehammer.” 

Alana spun around and saw Rafe lounging 
against the door frame, his rich brown hair 
alive with sunlight, his mouth hard and yet 
oddly sensual, his face expressionless except 


FORGET ME NOT 99 


for the whiskey eyes burning with suppressed 
emotion. 

Distantly she wondered how Bob could 
think that Stan was better looking than the ut- 
terly male Rafe. 

And then Alana wondered how much of the 
conversation Rafe had overheard. 

“Morning, Rafe,’”” said Bob with a cheerful 

n. 

He turned and grabbed Alana’s duffel off 
the bed, ignoring both of them. 

Rafe simply looked at Alana. The flannel 
shirt she still wore was in shades of russet and 
orange and chocolate brown. The long tails 
came nearly to her knees, and the sleeve cuffs 
lapped over her fingertips, making her look 
very small, very fragile. Only in her face and 
in her movements did her strength show, a 
woman’s strength made of grace and endur- 
ance. 

A wildflower with pale cheeks and haunted 
eyes, watching him. 

The sound of Bob unzipping Alana’s duffel 
bag seemed very loud in the silence. He rum- 
maged for a few seconds, muttered under his 
breath, and went to the closet where she had 
left her clothes after the last disastrous visit. 

Bob ran a critical eye over the contents of 
the closet, then began pulling bright blouses 
and slacks off hangers. He hesitated between 
a scarlet dress and a floor-length indigo wrap- 
around that was shot through with metallic 
gold threads. 

“Which one of these travels best?’ asked 
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Bob, looking over his shoulder at Alana. 

With a start, Alana pulled her attention 
away from Rafe. She saw Bob in front of her 
closet, his arms overflowing with color and 
silk. In his large hands, the clothes looked ex- 
quisitely feminine, as intimate as French lin- 
gerie. 

“What are you doing?” asked Alana. 

“Packing for my big sister,’’ Bob said pa- 
tiently. ““As cute as you look in Rafe’s flannel 
shirt, that wasn’t what I had in mind when I 
told the dudes we dressed for dinner. This is 
a classy operation, remember?” 

Alana looked down at the big flannel shirt 
folded around her like a warm blanket. 

Rafe’s shirt. 

The thought disturbed Alana. She had as- 
sumed that the shirt belonged to Bob. 

“Sis? Anybody home?” 

“Oh. Um, the dark blue one packs best.” 

Bob began folding the wraparound with 
more determination than expertise. 

Alana started to object, then shrugged. 
Whatever Bob did to the silk could be steamed 
out at the other end. But when he went back 
to the closet for more clothes, and then more, 
she finally protested. 

‘How long are we staying on Broken Moun- 
tain?’’ she asked. 

“As long as it takes,” Bob said laconically, 
folding bright clothes. 

“As long as what takes?’ 

“Finding out what—’” 

Abruptly Rafe’s voice cut across Bob’s. 
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“As long as it takes to convince the dudes 
that Broken Mountain is a good place to send 
clients. Right, Burdette?” 

Bob gritted his teeth. 

“Right,” he said, folding clothes industri- 
ously. “I’m counting on your cooking to win 
them over, sis.”’ 

“But—” began Alana. 

“But nothing,” Bob said suddenly. 

His dark eyes looked at Alana with a com- 
bination of affection and maturity that was 
new to him. 

“You signed on for the duration, sis. Get 
used to the idea. No running out this time, no 
matter what happens. We’ll come after you if 
you do. Right, Rafe?’ 

“Right,” said Rafe, looking narrowly at Bob. 
“You're learning, Burdette.” 

“And not a sledgehammer in sight,” 
pointed out Bob, smiling widely. 

Rafe glanced at Alana and saw her baffled 
look. 

“Better get dressed,” Rafe said as he went 
back into the hallway. ‘Breakfast is getting 
cold.” 

Bob zipped up Alana’s bag and left her 
standing in the room with a bemused look on 
her face. 

“Hurry up, sis. Like Dad always used to 
say, ‘You can’t keep the mountain waiting.’ ” 

The phrase from her childhood gave Alana a 
dizzying sense of déja vu. She remembered her 
first pack trip up Broken Mountain. She had 
been only nine and wild with pride that her fa- 
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ther was taking her ona fishing expedition, just 
the two of them together. It had been a wonder- 
ful time, full of campfires and long conversa- 
tions while stars moved in slow motion 
overhead like a silent, glittering symphony. 

It hadn’t been like that the last time, when 
she and Jack had gone up the mountain. 

Six days gone. 

Six blank days poisoning past memories, 
poisoning each day, poisoning her; Broken 
Mountain looming over her with inhuman pa- 
tience, waiting, waiting. 

For what? Alana asked silently. For me to 
die, too? 

You can't keep the mountain waiting. 

With a shudder Alana turned away from 
her thoughts, dressed quickly, and went 
downstairs. The thought of food didn’t appeal 
to her. She avoided the dining room, where 
she heard laughter and strange voices, Stan’s 
and the woman whom Alana hadn't officially 
met. She didn’t feel up to meeting Janice Simp- 
son right now, either. 

Quietly Alana let herself out the front door, 
then circled around to the barn where the pack 
mules waited patiently. 

There were five horses lined up at the hitch- 
ing posts. One horse was a magnificent Ap- 
paloosa stallion. Two were good-looking bays, 
their brown hides glossy in the sun. Of the two 
remaining horses, one was as black as mid- 
night and one was a big, dapple-gray gelding. 

Alana went to the black mare and stood for 
a moment, letting the velvet muzzle whuff over 
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her, drinking her scent. When the mare re- 
turned to a relaxed posture, accepting Alana’s 
presence, she ran her hand down the animal’s 
muscular legs and picked up each hoof, check- 
ing for stones or loose nails in the shoes. 

“Well, Sid,” Alana said as she straightened 
up from the last hoof, ‘‘are you ready for that 
long climb and that rotten talus slope at the 
end?”’ 

Sid snorted. 

Alana checked the cinch and stirrup length, 
talking softly all the while, not hearing Rafe 
approach behind her. 

“Good-looking mare,’ said Rafe, his voice 
neutral. 

Alana checked the bridle, then stepped back 
to admire the horse. 

‘Sid’s a beauty, all right, but the best thing 
about her is the way she moves,” Alana said. 
“She just flattens out those mountain trails.’ 

“Sid?’’ Rafe asked, his voice tight. 

“Short for Obsidian,” explained Alana, re- 
turning to the bridle. “You know, that shiny 
black volcanic glass.” 

“Yes, I know,” he said softly. “You say she 
has a good trail gait?’”’ 

“Yes,” Alana said absently, her attention 
more on loosening the strap beneath the bit 
than on the conversation. ‘‘Riding her is like 
riding a smooth black wind. A real joy. Not a 
mean hair on her shiny hide.” 

“She didn’t mind the talus?” continued Rafe 
in a voice that was restrained, tight with emo- 
tion. 
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“No. The gray didn’t like it much, though,” 
said Alana, rearranging the mare’s forelock so 
it wouldn’t be pulled by the leather straps. 

“The gray?” Rafe asked. 

‘“‘Jack’s horse,’” she said casually, gesturing 
toward the big dapple-gray gelding. ‘It—’ 

Alana blinked. Suddenly her hands began to 
shake. She spun and faced Rafe. 

“It balked,” she said urgently. ‘The gray 
balked. And then Jack—Jack—” 

She closed her eyes, willing the memories to 
come. All that came was the thunder of her 
own heartbeat. She made an anguished sound. 

“It’s gone!” Alana cried. “I can’t remember 
anything!’”’ 

‘You remembered something,” said Rafe, 
his whiskey eyes intent. ‘That's a start.” 

‘Yack’s horse balked. Six seconds out of six 
days.” Alana’s hands clenched until her fin- 
gernails dug deeply into her palms. ‘Six lousy 
seconds!” 

‘’That’s not all you remembered.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Sid. You walked out here today and picked 
her out of a row of horses without any hesi- 
tation at all.” 

“Of course. I’ve always ridden—” Alana 
stopped, a startled look on her face. “I can’t 
remember the first time I rode Sid.” 

‘Bob bought her two months ago. He hadn't 
named her by the time you and Jack came up. 
You named her, Alana. 

‘And then you rode her up Broken Moun- 
tain.” 
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eight-hour ride to the fishing cabins on the 
Winter ranch wasn’t strenuous. The trail 
wound through evergreens and along a small, 
boulder-strewn river that drained a series of 
lakes higher up the mountain. The air was vi- 
brant with light and fragrance. 
_ The horses’ hooves made a soothing, subtly 
syncopated beat that permeated Alana’s sub- 
conscious, setting up tiny earthquakes of re- 
membrance beneath amnesia’s opaque mantle. 

Little things. 

Simple things. 

Sunlight fanning through a pine branch, sti- 
lettos of gold and quivering green needles. 
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The ring of a horse’s steel-shod hoof against 
stone. The liquid crystal of a brook sliding 
through shadows. The creak of a saddle be- 
neath a man’s shifting weight. 

The pale flash of blond hair just off her 
shoulder when Jack’s gray horse crowded 
against Sid’s side. 

No, not Jack’s horse, Alana corrected in- 
stantly. Stan’s horse. Jack is dead and the sky 
over Broken Mountain is clear. No clouds, no 
thunder, no ice storm poised to flay my un- 
protected skin and make walking a treacher- 
ous joke. 

There was sunlight now, hot and pouring, 
blazing over her, warming her all the way to 
her bones. She was hot, not cold. Her hands 
were flexible, not numb and useless. Her 
throat wasn’t a raw sore from too many 
screams. 

It was just rigid with the effort of not 
screaming now. 

Deliberately Alana swallowed and _ un- 
clenched her hands from the reins. She wiped 
her forehead, beaded with cold sweat despite 
the heat of the day. 

She didn’t notice Bob’s concerned looks or 
the grim line of Rafe’s mouth. When Rafe 
called for an early lunch, she thought nothing 
of it, other than that she would have a few 
minutes of relief, a few minutes longer before 
she had to face Broken Mountain’s savage 
heights. 

Alana dismounted and automatically loos- 
ened the cinch. She was a little stiff from the 
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ride, but it wasn’t anything that a bit of walk- 
ing wouldn’t cure. 

Janice, however, wasn’t as resilient. She 
groaned loudly and leaned against her patient 
horse. Rafe came up and offered his arm. Jan- 
ice took it and walked a few painful steps. 
Alana watched the woman's chestnut hair 
gleam in the sun and heard Janice’s feminine, 
rueful laughter joined by the deep, male sound 
of Rafe’s own amusement. 

Slowly the two of them walked back down 
the line of horses on the opposite side of the 
trail, coming closer to Alana, who was all but 
invisible as she leaned on Sid. 

Envy turned in Alana as she watched Janice 
with Rafe. To be able to accept touch so ca- 
sually. To laugh. To feel Rafe’s strength and 
warmth so close and not be afraid. To remem- 
ber everything. 

Did Janice know how lucky she was? And 
did she have to cling so closely to Rafe that 
her breasts pressed against his arm? 

Alana closed her eyes and choked off her 
uncharitable thoughts. Obviously Janice 
wasn’t at all accustomed to riding. Her legs 
must feel like cooked spaghetti. Yet she hadn’t 
complained once in the four hours since they 
had left the ranch. 

Bob had demanded a brisk pace, wanting to 
reach Five Lakes Lodge on Broken Mountain 
before the late-afternoon thundershowers ma- 
terialized. The hard ride hadn’t been easy on 
the two dudes, who weren’t accustomed either 
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to riding or to the increasingly thin air as the 
trail climbed toward timberline. 

But no one had objected to the pace. Not 
even Stan, who had good reason to be feeling 
irritable. 

Stan, who had been first screamed at and 
then attacked with no warning, laid out flat, 
choking beneath Rafe’s hard arm. 

Blood rose in Alana’s cheeks as she remem- 
bered last night’s fiasco. She put her face 
against the smooth leather of the saddle, cool- 
ing her hot skin. 

Stan came up on the other side of Janice and 
took her arm, supporting her. She smiled up 
at him in rueful thanks. The smile was vivid, 
inviting, a perfect foil for Janice’s clear blue 
eyes. Stan smiled back with obvious male ap- 
preciation. 

“I'll leave you in Stan’s capable hands,” said 
Rafe, withdrawing. “But don’t go too far. We 
have to be back on the trail within half an 
hour.” 

The big blond man looked at the meadow 
just beyond the trees, where several trails 
snaked off in various directions. 

“Which trail?’ asked Stan. 

“That one.” 

Rafe pointed toward the rugged shoulder of 
Broken Mountain, looming at the end of the 
meadow. 

Janice groaned and rolled her eyes. 

“Only for you, Rafe Winter,” she muttered, 
‘would | get on that damned horse again and 
ride up that god-awful trail.” 
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Alana lifted her head and looked over Sid’s 
back with sudden, intense curiosity. Janice’s 
words, her ease with Rafe, everything about 
the two of them together added up to people 
who had known each other longer than a few 
hours. Stan, too, seemed familiar with Rafe, 
more like an old friend than a new client for 
Broken Mountain Dude Ranch. 

As Janice and Stan hobbled off down the 
trail, Rafe smiled after them with a combina- 
tion of affection and amusement. Alana 
watched both the smile and the man, and she 
wondered how well Rafe knew Stan and Jan- 
ice. 

Especially Janice. 

As though Rafe sensed Alana’s scrutiny, he 
looked up and saw the black of her hair blend- 
ing perfectly with Sid’s shiny hide. Other than 
her eyes and hair, Alana was hidden behind 
the horse’s bulk. 

“You know them,’ Alana said when she 
saw the whiskey eyes watching her. Her voice 
sounded accusing. 

Rafe waited for a long moment, then 
shrugged. 

“T used to travel a lot. The two of them were 
my favorite agents.” He smiled swiftly, 
amused by a private joke. ‘““We’ve done a lot 
of business together, one way or another.” 

“She’s very attractive.” 

There was a question mark in Alana’s eyes, 
if not in her voice. 

Rafe glanced in the direction of Janice, now 
well down the trail, leaning on Stan. 
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‘Yes, I suppose she is,” said Rafe, his voice 
indifferent. Then he turned suddenly, pinning 
Alana with amber eyes. “So is Stan.” 

“Not to me.” 

‘Because he reminds you of Jack?” 

Alana thought of lying, then decided it was 
too much trouble. It was hard enough to keep 
dream separate from nightmare. If she started 
lying to herself and to Rafe, it would become 
impossible to separate the threads of reality 
from the snarl of amnesia and unreality. 

“Stan isn’t attractive to me because he isn’t 
you.” 

Rafe’s nostrils flared with the sudden intake 
of his breath. Before he could speak, Alana 
did, her voice both haunted and unflinching. 

‘But it doesn’t matter that you’re attractive 
to me and other men aren't,” she said, her 
voice low, “‘because it’s too late.” 

“NG 

Rafe said nothing more. He didn’t have to. 
Every line of his strong body rejected what she 
said. 

Slowly Alana shook her head, making sun- 
light slide and burn in her black hair. 

‘T can’t handle any more, Rafe,” she said, a 
thread of desperation in her voice. “I can’t 
handle you and the past and today, what was 
and what wasn’t, what is and what isn’t. Just 
getting through the days is hard enough, and 
the nights, 441" 

Alana took a sharp breath, fighting to con- 
trol herself. It was harder each hour, each min- 
ute, for her mind was screaming at her that 
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with every moment, every foot up the trail to 
Broken Mountain, she came closer to death. 

Her death. 

It was irrational. She knew it. But knowing 
didn’t stop the fear. 

“Seeing you and then remembering the 
days before and knowing that it will never 
again...’ said Alana in a rush. 

Her breath came out raggedly, almost a sob. 
She closed her dark eyes, not wanting to re- 
veal the hunger and fear and helplessness 
seething inside her. 

“T just can’t!” Alana said. 

“No,” countered Rafe, his voice both soft 
and certain. ‘I lost you once. I won’t lose you 
again. Unless you don’t want me?” 

Alana made a sound that was halfway be- 
tween a laugh and a sob. 

“T’ve never wanted anyone else, for all the 
good that does either one of us,’”’ she said. “‘It 
wasn’t enough in the past, was it? And it isn’t 
enough now. Even you can't touch me.” 

“It’s been hardly a month,” Rafe said rea- 
sonably. ‘Give yourself time to heal.” 

“I’m starting to hate myself,’’ she said. 

Alana’s voice was husky with the effort it 
took to speak rationally about the panic that 
was turning her strength to water and then 
draining even that away. 

“I’m a coward,” she whispered. “Hiding be- 
hind amnesia.” 

“That's not true!” 

Alana looked longingly at Ss an unattain- 
able dream. 
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“Yes, it is,” she said. “I shouldn’t have come 
back. I’m getting worse, not better.”’ 

Rafe’s face showed an instant of pain that 
made Alana catch her breath. 

“Was it better for you in Portland?’’ he 
asked, his voice quiet, almost without inflec- 
tion. 

Slowly Alana shook her head. 

“No. When I slept the nightmares came, 
more each time, and worse. I’d wake up and 
fight myself. Hate myself. That’s why I’m here. 
I thought...” 

Rafe waited, but when Alana didn’t say any 
more, he asked, ‘‘What did you think?” 

She took a deep, shuddering breath, then 
another. 

‘I thought there was something here for me, 
something that would help me to be strong 
again. Something that would...” 7 

Alana’s voice broke but she went on, forcing 
herself to tell Rafe what she had told no one 
else. 

“Something that would let me sing again,” 
she whispered. 

Rafe wondered if he had heard correctly. 
Her voice was so soft, so frayed. 

“What do you mean?” asked Rafe. 

“T haven’t sung since Broken Mountain. I 
can’t. Every time I try, my throat just closes.” 

Alana looked at Rafe desperately, wonder- 
ing if he knew how much singing meant to 
her. 

“Singing was all I had left after you died,” 
she said. ‘“And now I can’t sing. Not one note. 
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Nothing. You’re alive now, and I can’t bear to 
be touched. And I can’t sing.” 

Rafe’s eyes closed. He remembered the slid- 
ing, supple beauty of Alana’s voice soaring 
with his harmonica’s swirling notes, Alana’s 
face radiant with music and love as she sang 
to him. 

He wanted to reassure her, protect her, love 
her, give her back song and laughter, all that 
the past had taken from her and from him. Yet 
everything he did brought Alana more pain, 
more fear. 

She could not sing. 

He could not hold her. 

Rafe swore softly, viciously. When his eyes 
opened they were clear and hard, and pain 
was a darkness pooling in their depths. 

“Yl take you back down the mountain, 
Alana. And then I'll leave you alone if that’s 
what you want. { can’t bear hurting you like 
this.” 

“Rafe,”’ she said, catching her breath, touch- 
ing his cheek with fingers that trembled. 
“None of this is your fault.” 

“All of it is,” he said harshly. “I leaned on 
Bob to get you back here. Now you're here 
and everything I do hurts you.” 

“That isn’t true,” said Alana. 

She couldn’t bear knowing that she had hurt 
Rafe. She had never wanted that, even in the 
worst times after her letter had come back un- 
opened. 

“Isn't it?’’ Rafe asked. 

He looked at her with narrow amber eyes. 
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His anger at himself showed in his lips, sen- 
sual curves flattened into a hard line. 

“No, it isn’t true,’”” she whispered. 

But words weren’t enough to convince Rafe. 
Alana could see his disbelief in his grim ex- 
pression. If she could have sung her emotions 
to him, he would have believed her, but she 
couldn’t sing. 

Hesitantly she lifted her hand to Rafe’s face, 
the face that had smiled and laughed and 
loved her in her memories, in her dreams. He 
had always been a song inside her, even in the 
worst of times. 

Especially then, when nightmare and ice av- 
alanched around her, smothering her. He had 
given her so much, reality and dream and 
hope. Surely she could give something of that 
back to him now, when his eyes were dark 
with pain and anger at himself. 

Alana’s fingertips pushed beneath the brim 
of Rafe’s Stetson until it tipped back on his 
head and slid unnoticed to the ground. Fingers 
spread wide, she eased into the rich warmth 
of his hair. 

“You do feel like winter mink, Rafael,’’ she 
murmured, giving his name its liquid Spanish 
pronunciation, making a love song out of the 
three syllables. ‘Rafael . .. Rafaei. You feel bet- 
ter than in my dreams of you. And my dreams 
of you are good. They are what kept me sane 
since Broken Mountain.” 

Alana felt the fine trembling that went 
through Rafe, the outrush of his breath that 
was her name. For an instant she was afraid 
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he would touch her, breaking the spell. 

Instead, he moved his head slowly, rubbing 
against her hand like a big cat. He closed his 
eyes and concentrated on the feel of her fin- 
gers sliding deeply through his hair. 

His sensual intensity sent a new kind of 
weakness through Alana, fire licking down 
her fingers and radiating through her body, 
fire deep inside her, burning. 

Rafe’s dense brown lashes shifted as he 
looked at Alana, holding her focused in the 
hungry amber depths of his eyes. 

“T’ve dreamed of you,” he said. ‘’Of this.” 

Alana said nothing, for she could not. Her 
fingers tightened in his hair, searching deeply, 
as though she would find something in his 
thick male pelt that she had lost and all but 
given up hope of ever finding again. 

Even when the sound of Janice and Stan 
walking back up the row of horses reminded 
Alana that she and Rafe weren’t alone, even 
then she couldn’t bring herself to withdraw 
from the rich sensation of his hair sliding be- 
tween her fingers. 

Bob’s voice cut through Alana’s trance. 

“Twenty minutes to trail time, everyone,” 
he called from the front of the line of pack 
mules. “If you haven’t eaten lunch, you'll re- 
eretitl” 

Slowly, reluctantly, Alana released the silk 
and warmth of Rafe’s hair. Just before her 
hand dropped to her side again, her fingertips 
paused to smooth the crisp hairs of his mus- 
tache, a caress as light as sunshine. 
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He moved his head slowly, sliding his lips 
over the sensitive pads of her fingers. When 
her hand no longer touched him, he bent 
swiftly, retrieved his hat, and settled it into 
place with an easy tug. 

‘“Bob’s right about food,’ Rafe said, his 
voice husky and warm. “You didn’t have 
breakfast.” 

Alana shook her head, though it hadn’t been 
a question. 

“T forgot to pack lunch,” she admitted. 

“Merry packed enough for twenty in my 
saddlebag.’”’ Then, smiling, Rafe added in a 
coaxing voice, ‘Share it with me, Alana. Even 
wildflowers have to eat something.” 

Beneath his teasing was real concern. Alana 
was thinner than he had ever seen her. Too 
thin, too finely drawn, like an animal that had 
been hunted too long. 

‘Roast beef, apples, homemade bread, choc- 
olate chip cookies...” he murmured. 

Alana’s mouth watered. She licked her lips 
with unconscious hunger. 

“Sold,’’ she said breathlessly. 

She and Rafe ate in the shifting shade of a 
windblown pine. They sat side by side, almost 
touching, sharing his canteen. The mint- 
flavored tea Merry had made for Rafe tasted 
extraordinary in the clean mountain air. 

Alana ate hungrily, enjoying food for the 
first time in weeks. Rafe watched her, smiling. 
This, too, had been part of his dreams. Alana 
and the mountains and him. 

When everything else in his life had reeked 
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of death and betrayal, he had dreamed of her. 

“Saddle up,” called Bob. 

Alana stopped, her hand halfway into the 
paper bag of cookies. Rafe scooped up the bag 
and handed it to her. 

“Take them,” he said, smiling. 

“Are you sure? I don’t want you to be hun- 
ery just because I was too stupid to remember 
my own lunch.” 

‘“There’s another bag of cookies in there,” 
Rafe assured her, gesturing to the saddlebags 
draped across his leg. ‘“Apples, too.” 

He dug into the supple leather pouch and 
pulled out two apples. 

“Here,” he said. “One for you and one for 
Sid.”” 

Rafe stood and pulled Alana to her feet with 
one hand, releasing her before she had time to 
be afraid. 

“I'd better help Janice,’ he said. ‘‘She’s go- 
ing to be sore.” 

Alana winced slightly, flexing her legs. 

“She’s not the only one,” Alana muttered. 
“Although, considering that it’s been more 
than a year since I rode this hard, I’m not very 
sore at all.” 

Then Alana heard the echo of her own 
words. Her face changed, tension coming back 
to her in a rush. 

‘“That’s not true, is it?’” she said, her voice 
raw. “It hasn’t been a year. It’s been less than 
a month. Why can’t I remember?” 

“Alana,” said Rafe urgently. 

He bent over her, so close that he could see 
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the pulse beating in her throat, smell the minty 
sweetness of her breath. Close but not touch- 
ing her, afraid to hold her and bring back 
nightmares in place of dreams. 

“Alana, don’t. Clawing at yourself won’t 
help you heal.” 

She drew several long, ragged breaths. Her 
eyes opened again, very dark but not as wild. 
She nodded almost curtly, then turned and 
went back to her horse, clutching a bag of 
cookies in one hand and two forgotten apples 
in the other. 

The rest of the ride became a waking night- 
mare for Alana. It began with the first of the 
five Paternoster lakes, so named because they 
were strung out like beads on a rosary, shining 
circles of blue water joined by silver cascades. 

The first, lowest lake was at six thousand 
feet and the highest was just above eight thou- 
sand. Pines grew down to the shores of the 
lower lakes, making dark green exclamation 
points against the silver-gray boulders that 
embraced the transparent water. The first lake 
was beautiful, reflecting the sky in endless 
shades of blue, serene and quiet. 

And after one look, Alana felt fear rise and 
begin to prowl the corridors of her mind. She 
heard thunder belling from a cloudless sky, 
saw violent lightning in every golden shaft of 
sunshine, heard Jack’s voice where nothing 
but ravens spoke from high overhead. 

Gradually, without realizing it, Alana’s 
hands tightened on the reins until Sid fretted, 
tossing her sleek black head. After a time, Ala- 
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na’s nervousness was reflected in Sid’s actions. 
A line of foam grew around the steel bit. The 
horse’s long, easy stride became a mincing 
walk. Streaks of sweat radiated from Sid’s 
flanks despite the coolness of the air. 

The pressure of Alana’s hands on the bit in- 
creased by subtle increments until finally Sid 
stopped. But even then the pressure didn’t de- 
crease. 

Sid shook her head repeatedly, seeking free- 
dom from the bit. 

“Alana.” 

Rafe’s voice was soft and undemanding, de- 
spite the harshness of his expression as he 
watched Alana’s blank, unfocused eyes. He 
leaned over and pulled forward slowly on the 
reins, easing them out of her rigid fingers. 
Gradually the thin leather strips slid free, end- 
ing the relentless pressure of the bit. 

“It’s all right, wildflower,’ murmured Rafe. 
“I’ve come to take you home.” 

Alana blinked and looked around with eyes 
that were still caught between nightmare and 
reality. 

“Rafael... 2” 

an here.” 

Alana sighed and flexed hands that were 
cramped from the tension of hanging onto 
reins as though they were a rope pulling her 
up out of a nightmare. She started to speak, 
couldn’t, and swallowed. The second time she 
tried, her throat no longer closed around her 
dead husband’s name. 

“Jack and I rode this way.” 
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Beneath the shadow of the hat brim, Rafe’s 
narrowed eyes looked like brilliant lines of to- 
paz. He knew that the trail they were on was 
only one of three trails that led to Five Lakes 
Lodge. If Alana recognized this particular trail, 
she must be remembering at least parts of the 
six lost days. 

“You're sure,’”’ said Rafe, no question in his 
voice. 

She nodded stiffly. ‘‘The first storm began 
here.” 

“The first?” 

‘There were several, I think. Or was it just 
one long storm?” 

She frowned intently, reaching for memories 
that vanished even as she touched them. 

“I don’t remember!”” Then, more calmly, 
Alana said, “I don’t remember.” 

She closed her eyes, hiding the shadows that 
haunted her. 

When Alana finally opened her eyes again, 
she was living only in the present. Rafe and 
the two horses were waiting patiently. No one 
else was in sight. 

‘Where is everyone?” she asked. 

‘Over the next ridge. I told them we'd catch 
up later, if you felt well enough.” 

Distantly Alana wondered what the two 
dudes thought of her. A woman with strange 
moods. Hysterical. 

Crazy. 

The word kept ringing in Alana’s mind, an 
interior thunder drowning out the rational 
words she kept trying to think of, to cling to. 
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“Am I crazy?” Alana wondered aloud, not 
realizing she had spoken. “Or does it matter? 
If sanity is terror, is there peace in madness? 
Or is there only greater terror?” 

Abruptly Alana shuddered. 

“You aren't crazy,” Rafe said, his voice gen- 
tle and angry and sad. “Do you hear me, 
Alana? You aren’t crazy. You’ve been beaten 
and terrified. You’ve seen your husband killed 
and you damn near died yourself. And then 
you were out of your head with shock and 
exposure. You've hardly eaten at all and slept 
even less since Broken Mountain.” 

Wide-eyed, Alana watched Rafe, feeling his 
words sink into her like sunlight. 

“You aren't crazy,” he said. ‘You're just at 
the end of your physical resources, driven 
right up to the edge of hallucination in order 
to keep reality at bay until you decide there’s 
no choice but to face it.” 

Alana listened, heard the certainty of Rafe’s 
voice, heard the state of her mind and body 
described so precisely in his deep tones. 

“How did you know?” she asked achingly. 

“It happens to people when they’re pushed 
too hard, too long.” 

Slowly Alana shook her head. “‘Not to 
strong people. Like you. I used to think I was 
strong.” 

Rafe laughed. It was a harsh sound, almost 
cruel. 

“Anyone can be broken, Alana. Anyone. | 
know. I saw it happen in Central America time 
and time again.” 
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“Rafe,’” she whispered. 

‘They said that I died. For a long time I be- 
lieved them. It was like dying, only worse. 
There was no end to it. And then it happened 
again here.” 

Alana searched Rafe’s eyes and found emo- 
tions she had never seen in him before. Vio- 
lence and hatred and a rage so deep it went 
all the way to his soul. 

“What... what happened in Central Amer- 
ica?’ asked Alana. 

Rafe’s expression changed, becoming re- 
mote, shutting down, shutting her out. The 
muscles in his jaw flexed and he spoke slowly, 
with a reluctance that told Alana more than 
his words. 

‘l’ve never told anyone. But I'll tell you. On 
Broken Mountain, I'll tell you. Unless...” 
Rafe looked at her swiftly, concerned again. 
“Unless you want to turn back. I'll take you 
back, Alana. If that’s what you want. Is that 
What you want?” 

“T want to trust myself again, to trust my 
mind and my memory and my emotions,” she 
said in a rush. “I want to be me again. And I 
want...” 

Rafe waited, an expression of restraint and 
longing drawing his face into taut planes and 
angular shadows. 

“What do you want?” he asked softly. 

“You,’”” Alana said simply. “I was never 
more myself than when I was with you.” 

But even as she spoke, she was shaking her 


FORGET ME NOT 123 


head, not believing that what she wanted was 
possible. 

Rafe held out his hand, palm up, not touch- 
ing Alana but asking that she touch him. She 
put her palm lightly on his. 

“I’m yours, wildflower,” said Rafe. “I have 
been since I saw you on that exposed trail with 
a lame horse and lightning all around. You 
were brave then. You’re even more brave 
now.” 

“T don’t feel brave.” 

“You came back to Broken Mountain. 
You’re honest with yourself, and with me. If 
that isn’t courage, I don’t know what is.” 

Rafe’s voice was deep and sure, conviction 
reflected in every syllable and in the amber 
clarity of his eyes as he watched her, approv- 
ing of her. 

With fingers that shook slightly, Alana 
brushed away the tears that starred her eye- 
lashes. Teardrops gleamed on her fingertips as 
She almost smiled at him. 

“Thank you,” she said. 

“For telling the truth?” Rafe smiled sadly. 
“I have a lot more truths for you. But not 
now.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“My truths wouldn’t help you now. And 
that’s what I want. To help you, and me. We'll 
heal each other and then the past will stay 
where it belongs. In the past. Memories, not 
nightmares.” 

Rafe held out his other hand, palm up. 

Alana put her hand in his, felt the strong 
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pulse in his wrist beneath her touch, saw the 
glitter of tears transferred from her fingertips 
to his smooth, tanned skin. Unerringly, he 
found the pulse point of her wrists and rested 
lightly against it, savoring the strong flow of 
her life beneath his fingertips. 

“Are you ready for the mountain?” asked 
Rafe softly. 

Slowly Alana withdrew her palms, letting 
his touch caress her from wrists to fingertips. 

‘I’m ready,’”’ she whispered. 
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ri THE REST OF THE TRIP, 
Rafe and Alana rode side by side when the 
trail permitted. When it didn’t, Alana rode 
first. When pieces of the nightmare condensed 
around her, she looked over her shoulder to 
reassure herself that it was Rafe rather than 
Jack who followed her. 

The fragments of nightmare and memory 
came unexpectedly, out of sequence, torment- 
ing Alana because she couldn’t be sure 
whether it was true memory or false night- 
mare that stalked her. When she heard Jack’s 
voice raised in anger, she didn’t know if it 
came from the far past or the recent past, or if 
the words were a creation of her own mind 
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trying to fill in the six missing days. 

Sometimes there was no doubt. The sound 
of wind through the aspens, the shiver of yel- 
low leaves, the song sticking in her throat... 

Those were real. Those she had heard be- 
fore, seen before, felt before, and remembered 
only now. She and Jack had rested by the sec- 
ond lake, there, down by the glacier-polished 
boulder. They had drunk coffee from their in- 
dividual canteens and watched trout finger- 
lings rise in the turquoise shallows. 

Then the wind had come again, moving like 
a melancholy hand over the lake, stirring re- 
flections into chaos, bringing the scent of the 
heights and storms boiling down. 

Jack had watched the clouds seething 
around the lonely ridges. He had smiled. And 
he had said... 

What had he said? Alana asked herself. 
Something about the land. Something. .. . Yes, 
that was it: I always knew this country was good 
for something. I just never knew what. 

And then he had laughed. 

Shivering, Alana drew an imaginary jacket 
around her shoulders. Sid stumbled slightly, 
jarring her into the present. 

Alana loosened the reins, giving the horse 
more freedom. She looked over her shoulder. 
Rafe was there, riding the big Appaloosa stal- 
lion, his hat pulled low against the restless 
wind. She sensed his quick regard, his concern 
for her. She waved slightly, reassuring him 
that she was all right. 

Other fragments of memory returned, hoof- 
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beats following, wind twisting and booming 
between ridges, ice-tipped rain. An argu- 
ment... 

She and Jack had argued over something. 
The storm. And the fishing camp. She had 
wanted to stay at the Five Lakes Lodge until 
the storm passed. Jack had refused, even 
though the fishing camp’s five buildings were 
deserted and looked as though they had been 
empty for years. 

In the end Jack had won, but only because 
Alana couldn’t bear to see the site of her 
greatest happiness standing blank-eyed and 
empty, cabin doors ajar and porches heaped 
with dead needles and random debris. 

Everywhere she turned, she had seen shad- 
ows of Rafe. Every breath she drew had re- 
minded her of the first time Rafe had made 
love to her, in the loft of the main cabin with 
a storm coming down, surrounding them. But 
she hadn’t been afraid then. She had been an 
aspen shivering, and Rafe the mountain wind 
caressing her. 

Sid snorted and shied as she came around 
the shoulder of an old landslide. Again, Alana 
was jarred out of the past. Bob was waiting 
there, riding the big bay mare that was his fa- 
vorite. 

“Everything okay?” asked Bob. 

His dark glance roamed his sister’s face, 
looking for and finding signs of strain. 

“Yes,” Alana said tightly. 

“You don’t look it,’”” he said, blunt as only a 
brother can be. 
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‘I’m remembering a few things. Little 
things.” 

‘That's great!”’ 

“Is it?’’ she countered quickly. Then, ‘Sorry. 
Of course it is.” 

“Have you told Rafe about remembering?” 

Before Alana could answer, Bob was talking 
again, words rushing out in excitement and 
_ triumph. 

“He was right!’”” Bob said, delight in every 
word. “He said you’d remember once you 
were here and knew it was safe. And neither 
doctor would let him go to Portland be- 
cause—"’ 

“Burdette.” 

Rafe’s whiplash voice stopped Bob’s tum- 
bling words. 

Bob looked startled, then stricken. “Oh, 
God, I really stepped in it this time. Damn my 
big mouth anyway.” 

Rafe gave Bob a narrow glance that spoke 
volumes on the subject of loose lips and se- 
crets. 

Alana looked from Rafe to Bob, questions in 
her eyes, questions Rafe knew he would have 
to answer, questions whose answers she 
wasn’t ready to hear. So he chose his truths 
and half-truths carefully. 

‘I told you I leaned on a few people to get 
you here,” said Rafe. 

Uncertainly, Alana nodded. 

“When Merry couldn’t be chief cook and 
tour guide, I thought of you,” Rafe said. “It 
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would be a perfect opportunity to get you 
back home, where you belonged.” 

Then Rafe looked toward Bob and spoke in 
a soft, cold voice. ‘‘Isn’t that how you remem- 
ber it, Burdette?” 

“Rafe leaned like hell,” Bob agreed, looking 
relieved. ‘Sis, you aren’t mad, are you? | 
mean, about coming home? We just want 
what’s right for you.” 

Alana sighed, caught as always by her af- 
fection for the brother who rarely had an un- 
spoken thought. 

“No, baby brother, I’m not mad. Maybe,” 
she added, smiling crookedly, ‘I’m not even 
crazy.” 

Bob drew in his breath sharply. ’’Alana, 
what in hell gave you the idea that you were 
crazy?” 

“What would you call it when someone 
runs scared from six missing days?” 

“Y’d call it shock,” Rafe cut in smoothly. 
“Survival reflex. In a word, sanity.” 

He looked from Alana to Bob. 

“Let’s get to the camp,” Rafe said. ‘/That 
storm won't hold off forever.” 

There was an urgency in his voice that al- 
lowed no argument. He didn’t want Alana to 
be caught in the open in a storm. Not now. 
She was off balance, easily startled, too tired. 
Too fragile. 

She needed rest now, not a resurgence of 
nightmare and violence. It was enough that 
she had begun to remember. More than 
enough. He didn’t want the past to rise up and 
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rend the delicate fabric of trust binding her to 
him. 

He didn’t want her to remember too much, 
too soon. If she did, then he would lose her 
again. Only this time there would be no hope. 
She would be lost to him irrevocably, forever. 

Don’t remember all of it, wildflower, Rafe 
prayed silently. Not yet. Give us time to love 
again. 

“Move it, Burdette,” Rafe said aloud. ‘“The 
storm won’t wait much longer.” 

At Rafe’s curt signal, Bob set a fast pace to 
the cabins. Rafe hoped that riding hard would 
keep Alana’s mind in the present rather than 
in the nightmare he saw too often in her eyes. 

Even after they reached the cabins, Rafe 
watched Alana without seeming to while she 
prepared supper. He saw no signs that the 
storm building outside the cabin was bother- 
ing her. 

After dinner, Bob and Stan went to Janice’s 
cabin for a round of poker and conversation. 
Alana didn’t go. She spent as little time as pos- 
sible near Stan. 

Rafe, too, turned down the offer of cards. 
His excuse was the flies that needed to be tied 
for tomorrow’s fishing. But he doubted Bob 
was fooled. He was certain Stan wasn’t fooled. 
The cynical gleam in the big man’s eyes said 
he knew Rafe wanted to be alone with Alana. 

As Alana finished setting the table for to- 
morrow’s breakfast, Rafe came back from 
turning off the generator for the night. He 
shrugged out of a yellow slicker that sparkled 
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with rain. So far, the evening storm consisted 
mainly of fat drops randomly sprayed and dis- 
tant mutters of thunder stalking elusive light- 
ning. 

Alana adjusted the wick on the kitchen light 
until it burned with a clear, steady glow. Rafe 
hung his slicker on a hook by the back door. 

“Hope the dudes don’t mind kerosene 
lamps,” said Alana. 

“So long as they can see the cards, they'll 
do just fine. Besides, it will nudge them into 
bed at a decent hour. Trout rise early. If you 
want to catch them, you’d better rise early, 
too.” 

Eyes the color of whiskey measured the 
signs of fatigue on Alana’s face. 

“You should think about going to bed,” 
Rafe said. 

“It’s hardly even dark,” she protested, de- 
spite the tiredness welling up in her. 

She didn’t want to be alone. Not yet. Not 
with lightning and thunder loose among the 
peaks. 

“It won't be completely dark until nearly 
ten,’’ Rafe said reasonably. “That's too late for 
you, if you’re going to get up at five to cook 
breakfast. Tell you what, I’ll do breakfast to- 
morrow. You sleep in.” 

“No,” said Alana quickly. “You look like 
you haven't been sleeping too well, either. Be- 
sides, I came here to cook and that’s what I’m 
going to do. If I get too tired, I’ll take a nap 
tomorrow afternoon.” 
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Rafe looked as though he was going to pro- 
test. Then he let out a long breath. 

‘Will the light bother you if I work down 
here for a while?” he asked. 

Alana looked at the loft bedroom that was 
simply a partial second story. One “‘wall’”’ of 
the room was a polished railing that prevented 
anyone from wandering out of bed and taking 
a fall to the living room floor. Curtains could 
be drawn across the opening of the loft, but 
that cut off the welcome currents of warmth 
rising from the hearth. Even though it was 
only the first week of September, the nights at 
sixty-three hundred feet crackled with the 
promise of winter. 

“You won't bother me,” said Alana. “J al- 
ways sleep with the light on now.” 

Again, Rafe paused. Again, he said nothing, 
merely looked at Alana with eyes that saw 
everything, accepted everything, even her fear. 
Knowing that he didn’t withdraw from or 
judge her gave Alana a small measure of ac- 
ceptance of her own irrational feelings. 

“Go to sleep, Alana. If you need anything, 
I’ll be in the downstairs bedroom. So will Bob, 
unless he plays cards all night like a young 
fool.” As Rafe turned toward the dining room, 
he added, ‘There’s plenty of hot water for a 
bath.” 

The thought of a tub full of steaming water 
made Alana close her eyes and all but groan 
with pleasure. 

“A hot bath. Damn. That’s my idea of 
roughing it,’ she said emphatically. 
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Smiling, Rafe turned back to Alana. He 
leaned against the door between the living 
room and dining room. 

“From what Dad told me, Mother and 
Grandmother felt the same way,” Rafe said. 

“How about you?” 

“T’m not all that upset at having hot water,” 
Rafe drawled. ‘Only thing that bothers me is 
that damn noisy generator. As for the rest, this 
is home for me. It took me a lot of years and 
pain to realize it, but it was worth it.” 

Slowly Rafe looked around the lodge, enjoy- 
ing the vivid Indian blankets and brass camp 
lamps, the suede furniture and a fireplace big 
enough to stand in. Luxury and simplicity 
combined. The generator provided electricity 
for the refrigerator, the water pump, and the 
lights. The kitchen stove, which also heated 
water for the cabin, burned wood. 

All that was lacking was telephone service. 
His father had taken care of that by adding a 
shortwave radio and a repeater on the nearby 
ridge. By tradition, though, the radio was re- 
served for emergencies. 

Alana watched Rafe quietly, sensing his 
pleasure in his surroundings, a pleasure she 
shared. She had loved the Lazy W’s lodge and 
cabins from the first time she saw them, when 
she and Rafe had raced a storm and lost. They 
had been drenched and laughing when they 
arrived. 

They would have been cold, too, but the 
bright currents of passion that raced through 
them made a mockery of cold. He had started 


134 ELIZABETH LOWELL 


a fire in the hearth to dry their clothes. Then 
he had led her up to the loft and taught her 
about other kinds of fire, and the beauty that 
a man and a woman in love can bring to each 
other. 

Alana blinked, coming back to the present, 
bringing with her part of the past’s shimmer- 
ing warmth. She saw Rafe watching her with 
hungry whiskey eyes, as though he knew 
what she had been thinking. 

Or perhaps it was simply that Rafe, too, was 
remembering a storm and a loft and the 
woman he loved burning in his arms. 

“T laid out your things in the bathroom,” 
Rafe said. 

“Thank you,” Alana said, her voice almost 
husky. 

Rafe nodded and turned away, leaving her 
alone. 

The bath relaxed Alana, taking the soreness 
from her body and the tightness from her 
mind. When she pulled on the long, soft cotton 
nightgown and went up to the loft bedroom, 
Rafe was nowhere in sight. 

The hearth fire was blazing hotly, ensuring 
that she wouldn’t be chilled by the trip from 
the bathroom to bed. The bed itself had also 
been warmed. The metal warmer was still hot 
to the touch, the coals from the fireplace still 
glowing when she opened the lid. The covers 
had been turned down, inviting her to slide in 
and sleep deeply. 

“Rafael,” Alana said softly, though she 
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knew he couldn’t hear. ‘Oh, Rafe, why does 
it have to be too late for us?” 

There was no answer, unless the bed itself 
was an answer, a bridge between past and 
present, a promise of warmth and safety. 

With a sigh, Alana discarded her robe and 
slid underneath the covers, pulling them up to 
her chin as she snuggled into the haven Rafe 
had so carefully prepared for her. Sleep came 
quickly. 

So did dreams. 

As the storm outside the cabin strengthened, 
dreams twisted into nightmares called by 
thunder and wind screaming from the ridge 
lines. A lake condensed around Alana...a 
landscape subtly blurred, like water pushed by the 
wind. A glacier-polished boulder stood crookedly, 
laughing. 

Jack was laughing and the sound was colder than 
the wind. 

Rain swirled, laughing, showing clear ice teeth, 
stirring water and rocks and trees until another 
lake condensed. Small, perfect, utterly real but for 
the shadows of terror flowing out of the trees. 

Jack’s arms reaching for her, his words telling 
her of desire and his eyes telling her of death. Jack 
holding her despite her struggles and then pain 
came, pain and terror and her screams tearing 
apart her world. 


Alana woke with her heart pounding and 
her skin clammy. She was breathing in short, 
shallow bursts. She had recognized the third 
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lake in her nightmare, but not the other lake, 
the beautiful lake surrounded by horror. 

Jack, too, was new, unrecognizable, desire 
and death inextricably mixed. A raw night- 
mare, a horrible compound of today’s memo- 
ries and... what? 

Truth? Imagination? Both? Neither? Alana 
asked herself frantically. Jack wanted me, yes, 
but only as the other half of Jack ’n’ Jilly. He 
didn’t want me as a woman. 

And if he had, it wouldn’t have mattered. I 
didn’t want him. I never wanted any man but 
the one I loved and couldn’t have. Rafael Win- 
ter. Jack didn’t like it, but he finally accepted 
it—after I told him I would leave him if he 
ever touched me again. 

Is that what we argued about on Broken 
Mountain? 

Shivering, Alana wrapped her arms around 
her body and let reality condense around her 
once more. It was so long ago, all of it, on the 
far side of a six-day gap in her mind that 
might as well be eternity. 

So far away and so futile. Jack was dead and 
she was not, not quite. She couldn’t sing, she 
couldn’t be touched, she couldn’t love. But she 
was alive. 

And so was Rafael Winter. 

Lightning burst silently into the room, 
bleaching everything into shades of gray and 
a white so pure her eyes winced from it. Thun- 
der came, but only slowly, telling of a storm 
retreating down the mountainside. 

Taking a deep breath, Alana lay back once 
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more, trying to sleep. Even as her head 
touched the pillow, she knew that it would be 
futile. Her body was too loaded with adrena- 
line and the aftermath of nightmare to go back 
to sleep right away. 

She got up, barely feeling the chill. Her deep 
green nightgown settled around her ankles. 
The soft T-shirt material clung and flared as 
she walked to the edge of the loft. The tiny 
silver buttons that went from her collarbones 
to her thighs sparkled like raindrops in the 
muted light from the living room. 

Below Alana, engrossed in the multicolored 
materials spread before him on a table, Rafe 
worked quietly. His back was to her, so she 
couldn’t see precisely what he was doing. 

Alana hesitated long enough to be startled 
by another burst of lightning. Then she went 
quickly down the stairs. The battery-powered 
clock over the mantel told her it was just after 
eleven. 

Though Alana would have sworn that she’d 
made no noise, Rafe knew she was there. 

“Take the chair that’s closest to the fire,” 
Rafe said without looking up from the small 
vise in front of him. 

Alana pulled out a chair and sat, careful not 
to come between Rafe and the light radiating 
from the kerosene lantern. He was focused on 
a tiny hook held in a small vise. Silently, del- 
icately, he tied an iridescent bit of feather to 
the hook’s shank using gossamer thread. 

In the warm light Rafe’s eyes were almost 
gold, his lashes and hair nearly black. Horn- 
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rimmed half glasses sat partway down his 
nose, magnifying the work in front of him. 
Deft, tapered fingers handled special tweezers 
and dots of glue no bigger than the tip of a 
needle. He wound the thread once more 
around the shank of the hook, made a half 
hitch, tugged gently, and cut the thread. 

‘There are two schools of thought about fly- 
fishing,’’ said Rafe as he picked up a delicate 
shaft of iridescent black feather. ““One school 
is that you attract a trout by presenting it with 
something it’s never seen before, something 
flashy but not frightening. Like this.” 

Rafe opened a small metal box. Inside were 
neat rows of flies, their sharp hooks buried in 
the wool fleece that lined the box. The fly that 
Rafe selected was nearly as long as his thumb. 
The colors were bright, a whimsical combina- 
tion of blue, yellow, and rose that culminated 
in graceful silver streamers reminiscent of lacy 
wings. 

“Now, Bob swears by this Lively Lady,” 
Rafe said, neatly replacing the fly in its box. 
“And I admit to using it a time or two when 
the fishing was so bad I'd tried everything but 
a DuPont spinner.” 

“What's a DuPont spinner?” 

“Dynamite,” Rafe said dryly. ‘The Lively 
Lady is outrageous, but it’s more sporting than 
shock waves.” 

“Does it work?” asked Alana, watching the 
play of light over the hair on the back of Rafe’s 
hand. 

“Only for Bob.” Rafe smiled crookedly. 
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‘The times I used it, you could hear the fish 
snickering all up and down the canyon.” 

Alana smiled and almost forgot to jump 
when lightning flicked again, washing the 
room with shards of white light. Rafe’s deep, 
calm voice smoothed off the jagged edges of 
the night for her. 

“What's the other kind of fly-fishing?’ she 
asked. 

“The kind that imitates natural conditions 
so exactly that the trout can’t tell the differ- 
ence,” said Rafe. 

His voice was casual yet reassuring, as 
though he sensed the fear that had driven 
Alana out of bed and downstairs to the table 
where he worked. He set aside the fly he had 
just tied and picked up a hook that already 
had been wound with mink-brown thread. 

“Usually at this time of year, all you have 
left are larger, darker flying insects,” Rafe said. 
“Most of the smaller bugs have all been killed 
off in the same frost that turned the aspens 
pure gold. I’m a little short on autumn flies, 
so I decided to do a few tonight.” 

As Rafe talked, his fingers searched deli- 
cately among the boxes. There were feathers 
and tiny, shimmering drifts of fur, as well as 
nylon and tinsel and Mylar threads of various 
thicknesses. It was as though he searched with 
his touch as well as his eyes, savoring the sub- 
tle differences in texture with skilled, sensitive 
fingertips. 

There was no sense of hurry or frustration 
in Rafe’s actions. If the thread he chose was 
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stubborn or slippery, refusing to wrap neatly 
around the hook’s shank, he didn’t show any 
impatience. He simply smoothed everything 
into place and began again, his fingers sure, 
his expression calm, his mouth relaxed. 

With eyes darker than the night, Alana 
watched Rafe’s every movement. He had 
rolled up the sleeves of his navy-blue flannel 
shirt past his elbows. Dark hair shimmered 
and burned with gold highlights as his arms 
moved. Muscles tightened and relaxed, mak- 
ing light slide over his skin with each supple 
movement of his body. Beneath the skin, veins 
showed like dark velvet, inviting her fingers 
to trace the branching network of life. 

“It’s important to match environments pre- 
cisely if you hope to lure a trout out of the 
depths of a lake or a river,” said Rafe, tying a 
tiny bit of deep red feather to the body of the 
hook. 

“Why?” Alana asked softly. 

“It’s so quiet down where they hide, safe 
and deepest blue. But being safe isn’t enough 
for living things. They need more. They need 
to touch the sun. At least,’ Rafe added, smil- 
ing, ‘the special ones do.” 

Alana watched Rafe’s face, her eyes wide 
and intent, feeling his words slide past the fear 
in her, sinking down into her core, promising 
her something for which she had no words, 
only a song that couldn’t be sung. 

‘So my job is to tempt a special trout out of 
those safe, sterile depths,” said Rafe. “To do 
that, I have to know what’s happening around 
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the fish. If dun-colored mayflies are flying, 
then a black gnat will be ignored by my spe- 
cial trout, no matter how beautifully the fly is 
tied or presented.” 

Deftly he added a radiant filament of black 
to the shank of the hook. 

“You see,” Rafe added softly, ‘my special 
trout is neither stupid nor foolish. It’s unique 
and strong and wary. Yet it’s hungry for the 
sun.” 

Tiny shafts of color shimmered as Rafe 
worked, feathers as fragile as they were beau- 
tiful. He handled them so gently that not a 
single filament was crushed or broken. 

When he had taken whatever tiny contri- 
bution he needed for the fly he was making, 
his fingers smoothed the remaining feather, 
making each iridescent shaft into a graceful 
arch once more. Tufts of color curled and 
clung to his fingertips as though thanking him 
for understanding their delicacy and beauty. 

Alana closed her eyes and let memories rise, 
welcoming them the way a flower welcomes 
sunlight. Rafe had touched her like that the 
first time, his strength balanced with his un- 
derstanding of her innocence. 

And she had responded, sighing and curling 
around him, clinging to his fingertips while 
his lips feathered across her breasts until she 
sang a love song that was his name. He had 
called to her in return, the exquisite beauty of 
his hands caressing her until she knew noth- 
ing but him, felt nothing but ecstasy shivering 
through her as she sang his name. 
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Then he had come to her like gentle light- 
ning, moving deeply until she learned what it 
was to die and be reborn in the arms of the 
man she loved. 

To be touched like that again, exquisite- 
eee 

Alana shivered deep inside herself, a tiny 
ripple that was reflected in the subtle color 
high in her cheeks. 

Glancing up, Rafe saw the faint flush and 
rapid pulse beating just above the soft emerald 
neckline of Alana’s nightgown. For an instant 
his fingers tightened and the color of his eyes 
became a smoky amber fire. 

Then he forced himself to concentrate again 
on his work, knowing it wasn’t time yet. He 
must be patient or he would frighten her back 
into the bleak safety of withdrawal from mem- 
ory, from life. 

From him. 

Alana’s brief, ragged breath sounded like 
fire flickering inside the glass cage of the ker- 
osene lamp. She opened her eyes and watched 
Rafe, wanting to touch him, to savor the tex- 
tures of his hair and skin as delicately as he 
was savoring the materials with which he tied 
flies. 

Yet if she did, he would touch her in return 
and she would be afraid. Then she would de- 
spise herself for her fears. 

‘Dad never used flies,” said Alana, her 
voice husky as she searched for a safe topic. 
‘Worms or metal lures only. Spinning rods. 
That’s what I was raised with.” 
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“A lot of people prefer them,’’ Rafe said. 

His voice was calm, neutral, demanding 
nothing of her. 

“But you don’t?” 

Rafe smiled slightly as he tied another tiny 
piece of feather onto the mink-brown body of 
the fly. 

“l prefer the special fish, the shy and elusive 
one hiding deep in the secret places known 
only to trout,’”’ he said. ‘‘To tempt that trout 
out of the depths and into the sunlight will 
require all my skill and patience and respect.” 

He turned a feather, letting light wash over 
it from various angles, admiring the play of 
color. 

“But wouldn’t it be easier to fish down deep 
rather than to try and lure the trout to the sur- 
face?’”’ asked Alana, watching Rafe intently. 

“Fasier, yes. But easy things have so little 
value.” 

Rafe looked up at Alana over the dark rims 
of his glasses. His eyes were gold, as hot as 
the flame burning in the lantern. 

“The trout should want the fisherman,” he 
said. “Otherwise it’s a simple exercise in meat 
hunting. I want to create a lure so perfect that 
only a very special trout will rise to it.” 

“And die,” Alana said, her voice almost 
harsh. 

“No,” Rafe said very softly. “My hooks 
have no barbs.” 

Alana’s eyes widened. She looked at the 
hooks set out on the table, flies finished and 
half finished and barely begun. Each hook was 
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a clean, uncluttered curve, not a single barb 
to tear at the flesh. She looked back up into 
Rafe’s amber eyes and felt the breath stop in 
her throat. 

“Would you like to learn how to fly-fish?” 
he asked. | 

While he waited for an answer, he turned a 
golden pheasant feather in the lamplight, mak- 
ing color run in iridescent waves over the 
shaft. 

“T’d be all thumbs,” said Alana. 

Rafe laughed softly and shook his head. 
“Not you.” 

She held out her hands as though to con- 
vince him of her awkwardness. Slowly he ran 
the feather from her wrists to her palms to her 
fingertips, stroking her with the delicacy of a 
sigh, seeing her response in the slight tremor 
of her fingertips. 

“Your hands are just right,’ Rafe said. 
‘Graceful and long and very, very sensitive.” 

Alana’s breath came in raggedly as she saw 
Rafe’s expression. She knew that he was re- 
membering being touched by her, the sensual 
contrast of her hands against the male con- 
tours of his body, the heat and pleasure she 
had brought to him. 

“You'll enjoy it,” continued Rafe softly. “I 
promise you.” 

“I—yes,” Alana said quickly, before she 
could change her mind and be afraid again. 
‘After breakfast?” 

“After breakfast.”’ 

Rafe turned his attention to the hook in his 
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vise. He released the hook and carefully bur- 
ied the sharp tip in the fleece-lined box. 

“Can you sleep now,” he asked, “‘or would 
you like me to sit next to your bed for a 
while?” 

Then he looked up, catching and holding 
Alana’s glance with his own. 

“I wouldn’t touch you unless you asked me 
to,” Rafe said. ‘“And I don’t expect you to 
ask.” 

“I know,” Alana said, her voice low. 

And she did. She trusted him. 

The realization sent a quiver of light 
through the dark pool that fear and amnesia 
had made in the depths of her mind. 

“Would you mind staying with me?” she 
whispered. ‘’For just a few minutes? I know 
it’s childish—” 

“Then we’re both children,” said Rafe eas- 
ily, cutting across her words, “because I’d 
rather sit with you than be alone.” 

Alana brushed his mustache with her fin- 
gertips. 

“Thank you,” she breathed. 

The touch was so light, it was almost more 
imagined than real. Yet she felt it all the way 
to her knees. 

And so did he. His eyes were tawny, reflect- 
ing the dance of flame from the lamp. 

“My pleasure,” Rafe said. 

Then he looked away from Alana, not want- 
ing her to see his hunger. 

“Go upstairs before you get cold,” Rafe said. 
“T’ll clean up here.” 
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“Can I help?’ 

“No. It will just take a minute.” 

Alana hesitated, then turned away as Rafe 
began deftly sorting materials and stacking 
small boxes onto a tray. 

But as soon as she no longer watched him, 
Rafe looked up, ignoring the brilliant materials 
at his fingertips. Motionless, entirely focused 
on Alana, he watched as she climbed up the 
narrow Stairs to the loft. 

The glossy black of her hair caught and held 
the lamplight like stars reflected in a wind- 
ruffled midnight lake. The green of her night- 
gown clung and shifted, revealing and then 
concealing the womanly curves beneath. Her 
bare feet looked small, graceful, oddly vulner- 
able beneath the swirling folds of cloth. 

Silently, savagely, Rafe cursed Jack Reeves. 


SFY 


Aruna OPENED THE CAST- 
_ iron stove door, using a pot holder that had 
been crocheted by Rafe’s grandmother. Inside 
the belly of the stove, a neat pattern of wood 
burned brightly, sending vivid orange flames 
licking at the thick iron griddle above. 

“So far, so good,” Alana muttered. 

She closed the door, adjusted the vent, 
dipped her fingers into a saucer of water, and 
flicked drops on the griddle. Water hissed and 
danced whitely across the griddle’s searing 
black surface. 

“Perfect.” 

The kitchen was washed in the golden 
warmth of a kerosene lamp, for it was at least 
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half an hour until dawn. The smell of bacon 
and coffee permeated the lodge and spread 
through the crisp air to the other cabins, prod- 
ding everyone out of bed. 

From just outside the kitchen door came the 
clean, sharp sound of Rafe splitting wood for 
the stove. It was a strangely peaceful sound, a 
promise of warmth and a reminder that Rafe 
wasn’t far away. 

The rhythm of a song began to sift through 
Alana’s mind, working its way down to her 
throat. She hummed almost silently, not 
knowing what she did. It was only the barest 
thread of sound, more a hope of song than 
song itself. 

Alana picked up the pitcher of pancake 
batter and poured creamy circles onto the 
griddle. When the bubbles burst and batter 
didn’t run in to fill the hollows, she flipped 
each pancake neatly. Soon she had several 
stacks warming at the back of the stove next 
to the thick slices of bacon she had already 
cooked and set aside. 

As she poured more batter onto the griddle, 
she sensed someone walking up behind her. 

“I don’t need any more wood yet, Rafe,” 
Alana said, setting aside the pitcher as she 
turned around. ‘Not until I—oh!” 

It was Stan, not Rafe, who had come up be- 
hind Alana. Reflexively she took a step back- 
ward, forgetting about the hot stove. 

“Watch out!”’ said Stan, reaching toward her 
automatically, trying to prevent her from be- 
ing burned. 
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Alana flinched away, bringing the back of 
her hand into contact with the cast-iron stove. 
She made a sound of pain and twisted aside, 
evading Stan’s touch at the cost of burning 
herself again. Again, he reached for her, trying 
to help. 

“Don't touch her.’’ 

Rafe’s voice was so cold, so savage, that 
Alana almost didn’t recognize it. 

Stan did, though. He stepped back instantly. 
When his blue eyes assessed the fear on Ala- 
na’s face, he stepped back even more, giving 
her all the room she needed. 

“What in hell do you think you’re doing?” 
demanded Rafe. 

His voice was flat and low, promising vio- 
lence. The stove wood he had carried inside 
fell into the wood box with a crash that was 
startling in the charged silence. 

Though Rafe hadn’t made a move toward 
Stan, the blond man backed up all the way to 
the door between the dining room and the 
kitchen before he spoke. 

“Sorry,” muttered Stan. ‘Bob and I thought 
Alana might need help with ... whatever.” 

“Bob and you? Christ,” snarled Rafe. 
‘“That’s an idiots’ duet if ever there was one.” 

Stan flushed. ‘““Now look here, Winter.”’ 

“Go tell Bob that if Alana needs the kind of 
help that you had in mind, I'll be the first one 
to suggest it. Got that?’ 

Stan’s mouth flattened, but he nodded his 
head curtly, accepting Rafe’s command. 
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‘That was your free one,” Rafe said grimly. 
“Do you read me?” 

Again, Stan nodded curtly. 

Rafe turned his back on Stan and went to 
Alana. He held out his hand. 

“Let me see your burn,” Rafe said softly. 

The change in his voice was almost shock- 
ing. Warm, gentle, reassuring, it seemed im- 
possible that the words came from the same 
man who had flayed Stan to the bone with a 
few razor phrases. 

“It’s all right, wildflower,” murmured Rafe. 
“T won't hurt you.” 

With a long, shuddering release of breath, 
Alana held out her burned hand to Rafe. 

He looked at the two red bars where her 
skin had touched the stove and felt rage like 
raw lightning scoring his gut. Turning on his 
heel, he went to the refrigerator and pulled out 
a handful of ice. He dampened a kitchen 
towel, wrapped the ice, and held it out to 
Alana. 

‘Put this over the burns,” he said gently. “‘It 
will take away the pain.” 

Numbly Alana did as Rafe said. Within sec- 
onds the pain from the seared flesh was gone. 

“Thank you,” she said, sighing. Then, “It 
seems that I’m always thanking you.” 

He took the spatula from Alana and scraped 
off the pancakes that had begun to burn. 

“Funny,” Rafe muttered, “it seems that I’m 
always hurting you.” 

“It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t Stan’s, either. 
It was my own foolishness,” said Alana. 
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“Bullshit,” Rafe said in a clipped voice. 

He scraped charred batter off the griddle 
with short, vicious strokes. 

“You wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for me,” 
he said, “‘and neither would Stan.” 

Alana was too surprised to say anything. 

With a disgusted sound, Rafe threw the 
spatula onto the counter and turned to Alana. 
His eyes were nearly black with the violence 
of his emotions. 

“Forgive me?”’ he asked simply. 

“There’s nothing to forgive.” 

“T wish to Christ that was true.” 

Abruptly Rafe turned back to the stove and 
began greasing the griddle. 

“T’ll finish cooking breakfast,’ he said. 

“But—" 

“Sit down and keep those burns covered. 
They aren’t bad, but they’ll hurt unless you 
leave the ice on for a while.” 

Alana sat on the kitchen stool and watched 
Rafe covertly. He cooked as he did everything, 
with clean motions, nothing wasted, every- 
thing smooth and sure. The stacks of pancakes 
grew. 

By the time everyone was seated in the din- 
ing room, there were enough pancakes to feed 
twice as many people as were around the ta- 
ble. At least it seemed like that, until everyone 
began to eat. The altitude and crisp air com- 
bined to double everyone’s appetite. 

Even Alana ate enough to make her groan. 
At Rafe’s pointed suggestion, Bob did the 
dishes. Stan insisted on helping, as did Janice. 
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Rafe set out fishing gear while Alana packed 
lunches. | 

There were still a few stars out when Rafe 
led the two dudes to a stretch of fishing water 
and gave advice on the most effective lures 
and techniques to use in the extraordinarily 
clear water. 

When Bob turned to follow Rafe and Alana 
back up the trail, Rafe gave him a long look. 

“T promised to teach Alana how to fly-fish,” 
Rafe said. ‘’For that, she definitely doesn’t 
need an audience.” 

“I won't laugh,” said Bob, his lips quirked 
around a smile. ‘“Much.” 

“You won't laugh at all,” Rafe said 
smoothly, “because you’re not going to be 
around.” 

Bob looked quickly at Alana, but she shook 
her head. He shrugged and accepted the fact 
that he wasn’t going fishing with his older sis- 
ter. 

“Oh, well,” Bob said. “I promised Stan I’d 
show him how to use the Lively Lady. Bet we 
catch more than you do.” 

“You'd better,” retorted Alana. ‘Rafe uses 
barbless hooks. If we’re going to eat trout, it’s 
up to you, baby brother.” 

‘‘Barbless?’” asked Bob, giving Rafe a swift 
look. ‘Since when?”’ 

‘Since I was old enough to shave.” 

“Hell of a way to fish,” Bob said, turning 
away. “‘A man could starve.” 

‘Fishing is more than a way to feed your 
rumbling gut,’ pointed out Rafe. 
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“Depends on how hungry you are, doesn’t 
it?’ retorted Bob over his shoulder as he 
walked down the trail. 

“Or what you’re hungry for,” added Rafe 
softly. 

He turned to Alana. 

“Ready?” he asked. 

Pees 

“T’ve got a spot picked out by the lake. Lots 
of room and nothing to tangle your line on the 
back stroke.”’ 

“You're assuming that I'll get enough line 
out to tangle,’”” Alana said, smiling wryly. 

Rafe’s soft laughter mixed perfectly with the 
sound of the stream flowing along the trail. 

Though the sun hadn’t yet cleared the ridges, 
predawn light sent a cool radiance over the 
land, illuminating the path and making boul- 
ders look as though they had been wrapped in 
silver velvet. In the deep pools where water 
didn’t seethe over rocks, trout rose, leaving be- 
hind expanding, luminous rings. 

Silently, letting the serenity of the land and 
the moment seep into Alana, Rafe led her to a 
narrow finger of glacier-polished granite that 
almost divided the lake into two unequal 
parts. As she stepped out onto the rock shelf, 
Rafe touched Alana’s shoulder and pointed 
across the lake. 

A doe and two half-grown fawns moved 
gracefully to the water. While the fawns drank, 
the doe stood guard. Beyond them the granite 
_ face of Broken Mountain flushed pink beneath 

the gentle onslaught of dawn. The sky was ut- 
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terly clear, a magic crystal bell ready to ring with 
exquisite music at the first touch of sunlight. 

The doe and fawns retreated, breaking the 
spell. Alana let out her breath in a long sigh. 

Rafe watched her for an instant longer, then 
began assembling his fishing rod. 

‘Have you ever used a fly rod before?” he 
asked. 

“No.” 

Alana watched intently as the long, flexible 
rod took shape before her eyes. 

“I’ve always wondered how a fly rod 
works,” she admitted. ‘With spinning rods, 
the weight of the lure is used to pull line off 
the reel. But there’s no weight worth mention- 
ing in a fly.” 

“With fly rods, the weight of the line itself 
is what counts,” Rafe said. ‘’The leader and 
the lure barely weigh anything. They can’t. 
Otherwise they land with a plop and a splash 
and scare away any fish worth catching.” 

Using a smooth, complicated knot, he tied a 
nearly weightless fly onto the thin, transparent 
leader. Then he pulled a length of thick fly line 
off the reel, showing her the line’s weight. 

“Handled correctly, the fly line will carry 
the fly and set it down on the water as lightly 
as if the fly really had wings,” Rafe said. ‘The 
point is to mimic reality as perfectly as possi- 
ble. The leader is transparent and long enough 
that the fish doesn’t associate the heavy fly 
line lying on the surface with the tasty insect 
floating fifteen feet away.” 

Alana looked at the opaque, thick fly line. 
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“If you say so,” she said dubiously. 

“See that fish rising at about two o’clock?” 
asked Rafe. 

She looked beyond Rafe’s hand to an ex- 
panding ring. It was at least fifty feet out in 
the lake. 

Ves, Lsee-it.” 

“Watch.” 

With his right hand, Rafe held the butt of 
the fly rod near the point where the reel was 
clamped on. With his left hand, he stripped 
line off the reel. As he did so, his right hand 
began to move the rod forward and back in a 
smooth, powerful arc. 

Kinetic energy traveled up the rod’s supple 
length, bending it with easy, whiplike mo- 
tions, pulling line from the reel up through the 
guides. With each coordinated movement of 
Rafe’s arm, line leaped out from the tip of the 
rod, more line and then more, until it de- 
scribed fluid curves across the luminous sky. 

Silently, smoothly, powerfully, Rafe bal- 
anced the forces of line and rod, strength and 
timing, gravity and flight, until an impossibly 
long curve of line hung suspended between 
sky and water. Then he allowed the curve to 
uncurl in front of him, becoming a straight line 
with the fly at its tip. 

Gently, gently, the fly settled onto the water 
precisely in the center of the expanding ring 
left by the feeding trout. Not so much as a 
ripple disturbed the surface from the fly’s de- 
scent. It was as though the fly had condensed 
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out of air to float on the dawn-tinted mirror of 
the lake. 

And then there was a silver swirl and water 
boiling as the trout rose to the fly. 

The rod tip lashed down at the same instant 
that Rafe began pulling line in through the 
guides with his left hand. The supple rod 
danced and shivered as the trout tail-walked 
across the dawn like a flashing silver excla- 
mation point. 

Line slid through Rafe’s fingers, drawn by 
the trout’s power. But slowly, gently, the line 
returned, drawn by his sensitive fingers, until 
finally the trout swam in short curves just off 
the granite shelf, tethered to Rafe by an invis- 
ibly fine length of leader. 

Just as the first rays of sunlight poured over 
the lake, the trout leaped again. Colors ran 
down its sleek side, forming the iridescent 
rainbow that gave the fish its name. 

In reverent silence, Rafe and Alana admired 
the beauty swimming at their feet. It would 
have been a simple matter for Rafe to unhook 
the net at his belt, guide the fish into the green 
mesh, and lift it from the water. Instead, Rafe 
gave an expert flick of his wrist that removed 
the hook from the cartilage lining the trout’s 
mouth. 

There was a moment of startled stillness, 
then water swirled as the trout flashed away. 

“See how easy it is?” murmured Rafe, 
watching Alana with eyes as luminous as 
dawn. “It’s your turn now.” 
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For what seemed like the hundredth time, 
Alana stripped line from the fat reel, posi- 
tioned her hand to feed line from reel to rod, 
lifted her right arm, and began the forward 
and backward motion that was supposed to 
send line shooting up through the guides on 
the rod. 

As she stroked the rod forward and back, 
line inched up through the guides and started 
to form the lovely, fluid curve that was the 
signature of fly-fishing. 

And then the curve collapsed into an un- 
gainly pile of line on the rock shelf behind 
Alana. 

“I waited too long on the forward stroke, 
didn’t I?” Alana muttered. “All the energy 
that was supposed to hold up the line went 


“But you got out nearly twice as much line,” 
pointed out Rafe, his voice and smile encour- 
aging her. 

“And before that, I broke three hooks on the 
rock, hooked myself on the back stroke, 
hooked you on the back stroke, lashed the wa- 
ter to a froth on the forward stroke, tied ru- 
inous knots in your beautiful leader, and in 
general did everything but strangle myself on 
the fly line.”’ 

Alana shook her head, torn between frustra- 
tion and rueful laughter. Rafe had been in- 
credibly patient. No matter how many times 
the line or the leader snarled hopelessly, he 
had neither laughed at her nor gotten angry. 
He had been gentle, reassuring, and encour- 
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aging. He had praised her and told funny sto- 
ries about the monumental tangles he used to 
make when he was learning how to fly-fish. 

“Alana,” said Rafe softly, capturing her at- 
tention. ‘“You’re doing better than I did the 
first time I had eight feet of limber rod and 
fifty feet of fly line in my hands.” 

She grimaced. “I don’t believe it. I feel so 
damn clumsy.” 

‘You aren’t. You’re as graceful as that doe.” 

“Outrageous flattery,” she said, smiling, 
“will get more knots tied in your line.” 

Alana positioned the rod again. ‘Here goes 
nothing.” 

Not quite nothing. A rather impressive snarl 
came next. Rafe untangled it with the same 
patience he had displayed for the last hour. 

As he turned the rod over to Alana once 
more, he hesitated. 

“If it wouldn’t bother you,” Rafe said qui- 
etly, “I could stand behind you, hold on to 
your wrist, and let you get the feeling of the 
timing. And that’s all it is. Timing. There’s no 
real strength involved. Fly-fishing is a matter 
of finesse, not biceps.” 

Alana nibbled on her lower lip as she eyed 
the deceptively simple appearance of fly rod 
and reel. 

“All right,” she said. ‘‘Let’s give your way 
a try. Mine sure hasn’t done much.” 

Rafe stepped into position behind Alana. 
Less than an inch separated them, for he had 
to be able to reach around her to guide the rod. 
He stood for several moments without touch- 
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ing her, letting her get used to his presence 
very close behind her. 

“Okay so far?’’ he asked casually. 

“Yes. ...Just knowing that you understand 
how I feel makes it easier,” Alana admitted in 
a low voice. 

She took a deep breath. The mixed scents of 
high-country air and sunshine and Rafe swept 
over her. His warmth was a tingling sensation 
from her shoulders to her knees. She felt his 
breath stir against the nape of her neck, sensed 
the subtle movements of his chest as he 
breathed, the slight catch of his flannel shirt 
against hers. 

“Ready?” asked Rafe. 

Alana nodded, afraid to trust her voice. The 
breathlessness she felt had little to do with her 
fear of being touched. 

“Take up the rod,” he said. 

She lifted the fly rod into position. 

“Tm going to put my hand around your 
wrist and the rod at the same time,” said Rafe. 
“Okay?” | 

She took a deep breath. “Okay.” 

He reached around Alana until his hand 
covered hers and wrapped around the rod. 

The contrast of his tanned skin against her 
hand was arresting. It reminded Rafe of just 
how smooth Alana’s skin was, how pale 
where the sun had never touched it, how in- 
credibly soft when she had welcomed his most 
intimate caresses. 

For an instant Rafe closed his eyes and 
thought of nothing at all. 
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“All right so far?” he asked. 

His voice was too husky, but there was 
nothing he could do about that any more than 
he could wholly control the growing ache and 
swelling of his desire. 

(Yes 

Alana’s breath drew out the word until it 
was almost a sigh. The warmth and strength 
of Rafe’s fingers curling around her hand fas- 
cinated her. She wanted to bend her head and 
brush her lips over his fingers. Just the thought 
of feeling his skin beneath her mouth made 
liquid fire twist through her. 

Rafe took a quiet breath and hoped that 
Alana had no idea of how her closeness threat- 
ened his carefully imposed self-control. 

‘“‘Now, remember,” he said. ‘The rod is only 
supposed to move in the arc between ten and 
two on our imaginary clock. That’s where the 
greatest power and balance are. You go above 
or below that and you'll get in trouble. Ready?” 

Alana nodded. 

Rafe guided her arm and the rod through 
the short arc between ten and two, counting 
softly as he did. 

“One, two, three, four. Now forward, two, 
three, four. And back, two, three, four.’ 

Smoothly, easily, the rhythm flowed from 
Rafe to Alana and then to the rod. She felt the 
energy curl up the length of the rod, pulling 
line through the guides, bending the rod tip at 
the end of the arc. Then came the soft hiss of 
line shooting up and back over her shoulder 
just before the rod came forward smoothly, en- 
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ergy pouring up its length on the forward 
stroke, fly line shooting out magically, Rafe’s 
voice murmuring, counting, energy and line 
pulsing along the rod. 

Alana felt the rhythm take her until she 
forgot everything but Rafe’s voice and his 
warmth and the line suspended in curving 
beauty above the silver lake. 

And still the rhythm continued, unvarying, 
serene and yet exciting, line pulsing out like a 
soundless song shimmering, lyrics sung in si- 
lence and written in liquid arcs curving across 
the dawn. 

“Now,” murmured Rafe, bringing the rod 
forward and stopping it precisely at ten 
o’clock. “Let it go.” 

Line hissed out in a long, ecstatic surge. 
Gracefully, delicately, the fly line, leader, and 
fly became a part of the lake. Not so much as 
a ripple marred the perfect surface of the wa- 
ter at the joining. 

Alana let out a long breath, enthralled by 
the beauty of the line uncurling, the sweeping 
blend of energy and rhythm, the timeless con- 
summation of line and lure and silver water. 

“That was...incredible,” she said softly. 
“Thank you, Rafe.” 

“What for?” 

“For your patience. For teaching and shar- 
ing this with me.” 

Rafe felt the shifting surface of Alana’s body 
against his as she sighed. He wanted to close 
his arms around her, enfolding her. He 
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wanted to feel her flow along his body as she 
fitted herself against him. 

At the very least, he wanted to be able to 
trace the velvet edge of her hairline with the 
tip of his tongue, inhaling the sunlight and 
womanly scent of her, testing the resilience of 
her flesh with gentle pressures of his teeth. 

Ruthlessly Rafe suppressed the hunger that 
pulsed through him, tightening his body with 
each heartbeat, drawing it upon a rack of pas- 
sion. 

‘You're a joy to teach,” Rafe said in a quiet 
voice. ‘“You should take it easy for a while, 
though. You’re using muscles you didn’t 
know you had. Why don’t we just sit in the 
sun and be lazy? There’s a patch of grass and 
wildflowers farther up the lake.” 

“Sounds wonderful,” said Alana. 

As she spoke, she stretched the muscles in 
her shoulders by twisting them from side to 
side. She didn’t hear the subtle intake of Rafe’s 
breath as she accidentally rubbed against him 
when she straightened again. 

‘But aren’t you supposed to be helping the 
dudes, too?”” Alana asked. 

“They know one end of a fishing rod from 
the other.” 

Rafe took the fly rod from Alana, removed 
the hook, and wound in the line. He began 
breaking the rod into its component parts with 
quick movements of his hands, working with 
an economy and expertise born of long famil- 
larity. 

Alana watched Rafe’s skilled fingers and the 
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flex of tendons beneath the rolled-up sleeves 
of his navy flannel shirt. 

“The dudes aren’t what I expected,” she 
said. 

Rafe looked up suddenly. His whiskey 
glance pinned her. 

“What do you mean?” he asked quietly. 

The intensity of his voice belied the softness 
of his tone. 

“Stan’s looks, for one thing,” Alana said, 
shrugging. “I’m having a hard time getting 
used to seeing Jack’s ghost. Poor Stan. He 
must think I’m more than a little unwrapped.” 

“He'll survive,” said Rafe unsympatheti- 
cally. 

“I know. It’s just a bit awkward.” Alana 
sighed. ““He and Janice have been such easy 
guests. They don’t complain. They don’t ex- 
pect to be waited on. They’re funny and smart 
and surprisingly fit.”’ 

Rafe made a neutral sound. 

“Not many people could have ridden the 
trail to Broken Mountain one day and popped 
out of bed the next morning ready to slay 
dragons—or even trout,” Alana said dryly. 

Rafe shrugged. 

“And no matter how strange I act,” Alana 
said, “‘the two of them take it in stride. Even 
Stan, when I literally ran screaming from him, 
acted as though it was his fault, not mine.” 

Rafe said something savage under his 
breath. 

Abruptly Alana laughed. “I guess the dudes 
are as unusual as the dude ranch.” 
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“Luck of the draw,” he said tersely. 

With quick motions Rafe slipped the rod 
into its carrying case. 

“The fact that these good sports are your 
_ friends has more to do with it than luck,” re- 
torted Alana. 

Rafe’s eyes narrowed into topaz lines. 
‘What are you hinting at?” 

“T know what you’re doing, Rafe.” 

“And what is that?” he asked softly. 

“You're helping Bob get started.” 

Rafe said nothing. 

“You know how much he needs bch to buy 
out Sam and Dave,” Alana persisted, “and 
you know Bob doesn’t want to destroy the 
land to make a quick cash killing. So you beat 
the bushes for friends who could help Bob 
launch a dude ranch.” 

Rafe grunted. 

“Don’t worry,” added Alana quickly, rest- 
ing her hand for an instant on Rafe’s arm, “I 
won't say anything to Bob. I just wanted you 
to know that I appreciate what you’re doing 
for him. He’s got four left feet and he keeps 
them in his mouth most of the time, but he’s 
a good man and I love him.” 

With a long, soundless sigh, Rafe let out the 
breath he had been holding. He smiled rue- 
fully at Alana as he packed away the last of 
the fishing gear. 

But Rafe said nothing about Bob, neither 
confirming nor denying her conclusions. 

In companionable silence, Alana and Rafe 
walked along the margin of the lake, skirting 
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boulders and gnarled spruces. Spring and sum- 
mer had come late to the high country this year. 
Wildflowers still bloomed in the sheltered 
places, making windows of color against the 
pale outcroppings of granite. Delicate, tena- 
cious, radiant with life, drifts of wildflowers 
softened the harsh edges of rock and stark 
blue sky. 
- At the head of the third lake, a broad cas- 
cade seethed over slick rocks into the shal- 
lows. The cascade drained the second, higher 
lake in the chain. That lake was invisible be- 
hind the rocky shoulder of Broken Mountain. 

The cascade itself was a pale, shining ribbon 
of white that descended the granite slope in a 
breathtaking series of leaps. The sun was more 
than halfway to noon, pouring transparent 
warmth and light over the bowl where the 
third lake lay. 

Rafe stopped in a small hollow that was a 
hundred feet from the cascade. Evergreens so 
dark they were almost black formed a natural 
windbreak. Topaz aspens burned in the sun- 
light and quivered at the least movement of 
air, as though the trees were alive and 
breathing with tiny, swift breaths. 

Rafe pulled a waterproof tarp from his pack. 
Silver on one side, deepest indigo on the other, 
the tarp could gather or scatter heat, which- 
ever was required. He put the dark, heat- 
absorbent side up, knowing that the ground 
was cool despite the sun. Spread out, the tarp 
made an inviting surface for two people to eat 
or sleep on comfortably. 
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“Hungry?” asked Rafe, lifting Alana’s pack 
off her shoulders. 

Alana was about to say no when her stom- 
ach growled its own answer. 

With an almost soundless chuckle, Rafe 
went to his backpack. Quickly he pulled out 
a snack of apples, hard-boiled eggs, and choc- 
olate raisins. 

Alana’s stomach made insistent noises. She 
looked chagrined. 

“It’s the air,’ said Rafe reassuringly, con- 
cealing a smile. 

“If I do everything my stomach tells me to, 
I won't be able to fit into my clothes,’ she 
grumbled. 

“Then buy new ones,” he suggested, uncap- 
ping a canteen full of cold tea. “Ten more 
pounds would look good on you.” 

“You think so?’’ she asked dubiously. 

“I know so.” 

‘My costume designer is always telling me 
to lose more weight.” 

‘Your costume designer is as full of crap as 
a Christmas goose.” 

Rafe divided the food between Alana and 
himself. 

She smiled blissfully. ‘In that case, I’ll have 
another handful of chocolate raisins.” 

“What about me?” asked Rafe, his voice 
plaintive and his eyes brilliant with amuse- 
ment. 

“You,’’ she said with a sideways glance, 
“can have my hard-boiled egg.”” 

Rafe laughed aloud and pushed his pile of 


FORGET ME NOT 167 


chocolate raisins over to Alana’s side of the 
tarp. He left her egg in place. But when Alana 
reached for the new pile of sweets, he covered 
it swiftly. 

“Nope,” he said, smiling at her. ““Not until 
you eat the egg and the apple.” 

“Slave driver.” 

“Count on it,” said Rafe. 

He bit into his own apple with a hearty 
crunching sound. 

They ate slowly, enjoying flavors height- 
ened by clean air and healthy appetites. When 
she had eaten the last chocolate raisin, Alana 
sighed and stretched luxuriously. The exuber- 
ant splash of the cascade formed a soothing 
layer of sound between her and the rest of the 
world. Nothing penetrated but Rafe’s occa- 
sional low-voiced comments about fly-fishing 
and ranching, and the silky feel of high- 
country sunshine. 

“Why don’t you take a nap?” he suggested 
finally. 

Alana caught herself in mid-yawn. “’There’s 
something sinful about taking a nap before 
noon.” 

“In that case, let’s hear it for sin.”’ Rafe 
smiled crookedly. ‘’“Go ahead, wildflower. You 
didn’t get enough sleep last night, or a lot of 
nights before that.” 

He unbuttoned his flannel shirt, revealing a 
dark blue T-shirt beneath. With a few quick 
motions, he shaped the thick flannel shirt into 
a pillow. 
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“Here,” Rafe said to Alana. “Use this. I 
don’t need it.” 

Alana tried to object but couldn’t get any 
words past the sudden dryness in her mouth. 

Even in her dreams, Rafe had not looked so 
overwhelmingly male. The T-shirt defined 
rather than concealed the slide and coil of 
muscles. With every movement Rafe made, 
every breath he took, his tanned skin stretched 
over a body whose latent power both shocked 
and fascinated her. 

Suddenly Alana wanted to touch Rafe, to 
trace every ridge and swell of flesh, to know 
again the compelling male textures of his 
body. 

She closed her eyes but still she saw Rafe, 
sunlight sliding over his skin, sunlight caress- 
ing him, sunlight burning in his eyes and her 
blood. 

“Alana?” Rafe’s voice was sharp with con- 
cern. 

“You're right,” Alana said in a shaky voice. 
‘I haven’t been getting enough sleep.” 

Rafe watched as she stretched out on the 
tarp, her cheek against the shirt he had rolled 
up for her. He would rather she had used his 
lap as a pillow, but was afraid if he suggested 
it, the relaxed line of her lips would tighten 
with tension and fear. 

Yet for a moment, when Alana had looked 
at him as though she had never seen him be- 
fore, Rafe had hoped... 
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“Better?” he asked, watching Alana’s body 
relax into deep, even breathing. 

7 tes.” 

“Then sleep, wildflower. I’m here.” 

Alana sighed and felt herself spiraling down 
into a sleep where no nightmares waited. 
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WW HEN ALANA WOKE UP, 


the sun was on the other side of noon. She 
rolled over sleepily and realized that she was 
alone. 

“Rafe?”’ 

No one answered. 

She sat up and looked around. Through the 
screen of evergreens and aspens she saw Rafe 
outlined against blue water. He had found an- 
other rock shelf leading out into the lake. He 
was standing at the end of the granite finger. 
The fly rod was in his hands. Line was curling 
exquisitely across the sky. 

For a few moments Alana watched, cap- 
tured by the grace of the man and the moment 
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when line drifted soundlessly down to lie 
upon still water. 

Except Alana couldn’t actually see the line 
touch the surface of the lake, because trees 
blocked her view. 

She stood up and started toward the shore- 
line, then realized that once Rafe saw her, he 
would probably stop fishing and start teaching 
her once again. She wasn’t ready for that. She 
felt too relaxed, too at peace—and too lazy— 
to attempt anything that required concentra- 
tion. 

What she really wanted to do was to sit qui- 
etly, watching Rafe and the lyric sweep of line 
against the high-country sky. 

Alana looked back down the lakeshore to 
where she and Rafe had been earlier. She saw 
no place to sit and watch him that wouldn’t 
immediately bring her into Rafe’s view. 

She looked left to the cascade dancing white- 
ly down rocks turned black by water. Rafe was 
facing away from the cascade, looking down 
the lake toward the cabins. The position gave 
him a hundred feet in front of the fly rod and 
an equal amount in back without anything to 
obstruct the motion of the line. 

And he was using every bit of that two hun- 
dred feet. 

On tiptoe, Alana peered through the wind- 
twisted branches of a fir, holding her breath as 
the curve of the fly line grew and grew, ex- 
panding silently, magically. Rafe’s left arm 
worked in perfect counterpoint to his right as 
he stripped line off the reel, almost throwing 
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fly line up through the guides as his right arm 
pumped smoothly, sending energy coursing 
through the rod. 

“How are you doing that?’ muttered Alana, 
knowing Rafe couldn’t hear her. ‘“You aren’t a 
magician, are you?” 

She stepped farther to her left, but she still 
couldn't see exactly what Rafe was doing to 
make the line lengthen so effortlessly. With a 
small, exasperated sound, she worked her way 
along the increasingly rugged shoreline, trying 
to find a spot that would allow her to watch 
Rafe without being seen. 

Alana leaped from stone to stone, avoiding 
the small boggy spots where coarse grass and 
tiny flowers grew, until she found herself con- 
fronted by the barrier of the cascade. She 
turned around and looked back at Rafe, who 
was about sixty yards away from her by now. 

Unfortunately, she still couldn’t see what he 
was doing with his hands. Nor could she go 
any farther forward without coming up 
against the cascade. She could either go back, 
or she could go up the boulder-tumbled slope. 

With a muttered word, Alana looked at the 
jumble of stone rising on either side of the 
frothing water. She wouldn’t have to go very 
far up the cascade to get the view she wanted. 
Just far enough to allow her to look over Rafe’s 
shoulder, as it were. If she didn’t get too close 
to the water, the climb wouldn’t be too hard. 
Besides, she had been raised hiking and 
scrambling along mountain rivers and up 
steep slopes. 
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Alana turned and began climbing over the 
lichen-studded boulders. Twenty feet away, 
the cascade churned and boiled, making both 
mist and a cool rushing thunder. She avoided 
the slippery rocks, seeking the dry ones. 

Within a few minutes she was breathless, 
gaining two feet in height for every foot for- 
ward. She persisted anyway, scrambling and 
balancing precariously, until she stood on a 
ledge of granite that was barely eighteen 
inches deep. 

She stopped because there was no other 
choice. In front of her rose a slick outcropping 
of rock six feet high, and not a handhold in 
sight. 

“Well, this had better be far enough.” 

When Alana turned to look, it felt like the 
earth was dropping away beneath her feet. 
Unexpected, overwhelming, a fear of heights 
froze her in place. 

Twenty feet away, the cascade frothed down 
the steep mountainside, water seething and 
racing, white and thunder, and wind whip- 
ping drops of water across her face like icy 
rain. Thunder and ice and the world falling 
away, leaving her helpless, spinning, darkness 
reaching up for her. 

Alana clung to the rough face of the granite 
and closed her eyes, struggling to separate 
nightmare and memory and reality. 

The feeling of falling didn’t stop. The boom 
of water over rock became remembered thun- 
der. Drifting spray became ice-tipped winds 
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and her screams were lightning as memory 
and nightmare and reality became one. 


Cold. 

God, it was cold, cold all the way to the center 
of the earth. Jack with anger twisting his face. Jack 
cursing her, grabbing her, hitting her, and the 
storm breaking, trees bending and snapping like 
glass beneath the wind. 

Like her. She wasn't strong enough. She would 
break and the pieces would be scattered over the 
cold rocks. 

Running. 

Scrambling. 

Breath like a knife in her side. Throat on fire with 
screams and the storm chasing her, catching her, 
yanking her backward while rocks like fists hit her, 
bruising her, and she screamed, clawing and fight- 
ing. 

But she was swept up, lifted high, helpless, noth- 
ing beneath her feet, and she was falling 

screaming 

and Rafe was calling her name. 

You're safe, wildflower. I've come to take you 
home. 


Distantly Alana realized that she had 
heard the words before, over and over, Rafe’s 
voice reaching out to her, peeling away 
layers of nightmare until only reality re- 
mained. 

“You’re safe, wildflower. I’ve come to take 
you home.” 

Shaking like an aspen in a storm, Alana 
clung to the rock face. She sensed Rafe behind 
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her, heard his voice, felt the warmth of his 
body along her back, Rafe standing between 
her and the drop-off at the end of the rocky 
ledge. 

‘“R-Rafe,” Alana said shakily. 

It was the only word she could say. 

“I’m here, wildflower. You’re safe,”” he mur- 
mured, his words and the tone of his voice 
soothing her. ““You’re safe.” 

Alana let out a breath that was more a sob. 

“Rafe? I’m so s-scared.” 

She couldn’t see the darkness of his eyes or 
his savage expression so at odds with the re- 
assurance of his voice. 

“I know,” Rafe said. ““You had a bad time 
up along the lakes, even if you don’t remem- 
ber it. Or,” softly, “did you remember?” 

Alana shook her head. 

‘Then why are you frightened?” he coaxed. 
‘Is it because I’m close to you? Are you afraid 
of me?” 

She shook her head again. “’No.” 

Though weak, her voice was positive. It 
wasn’t Rafe she feared. 

For an instant, Rafe closed his eyes. A 
strange mixture of emotions crossed his face. 
Then his eyes opened. Relief eased the tight- 
ness of his mouth and brought light to his eyes 
again. 

“What is it, then?’’ he asked. ‘Can you tell 
mer , 

“Height,” said Alana in a trembling voice. 
“I'm afraid of heights now and I never was 
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before, not until Jack fell and I guess I fell, 
too.” 

The words tumbled over each other like wa- 
ter in the cascade. She made a ragged sound. 

“Rafe, I felt so good when I woke up a few 
minutes ago. All morning I hadn’t thought 
about Jack or Broken Mountain or the missing 
days. I hadn’t thought about anything since 
breakfast but fly-fishing and sunshine and you 
being so patient and gentle with me.” 

“I’m glad you enjoyed the morning,” Rafe 
said, his voice low and husky. “I know that I 
haven't enjoyed anything so much in years.” 

“Do you mean that? Even though I ruined 
your line and scared every fish away?” 

Rafe’s lips brushed against Alana’s shoulder 
in a caress so light she didn’t feel it. 

“Tl buy a hundred miles of leader,” he said, 
“and let you tie knots in every inch of it.” 

Alana let out her breath in a rush, then took 
another breath. She almost felt brave enough 
to open her eyes. 

Almost. 

“Don’t make any rash promises,” she said 
shakily, trying to make a joke even though her 
voice wouldn’t cooperate. “T’ll hold you to 
every one of them.” 

“Wildflower,” whispered Rafe, brushing his 
cheek against her glossy hair, “brave and 
beautiful. I’d carry away Broken Mountain 
stone by stone if that would let you come to 
me again with a smile on your lips.” 

The words were a warmth unfolding in the 
center of Alana’s icy fear. As fear melted 
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away, some of her strength returned. 

She opened her eyes. The rough granite tex- 
tures of rock were only inches from her face. 
On either side of her shoulders, close but not 
touching her, were Rafe’s arms. His hands 
were flattened on the rock as he stood behind 
her, his legs braced, his feet wide apart on the 
narrow ledge, his body between her and any 
danger of falling. 

Slowly Alana put one of her hands over his. 
The warmth of him was almost shocking. 

‘But I’m not brave,” she said, her voice tight 
with anger at herself. 

Rafe’s laughter was as harsh as it was un- 
expected. 

“Bravery isn’t a square jaw and a thick 
head,” he said. “Bravery is standing toe-to-toe 
with fear every minute of every hour, never 
knowing if you’re going to get through this 
second, and afraid the next second might be 
one too many.” 

Alana’s breath stopped. It was as though 
Rafe were in her mind, reading her thoughts, 
putting into words what she had only sensed 
without understanding. 

“And the worst of it is that you’re strong,” 
Rafe said, ‘so you survive when others would 
have broken and gone free, crazy free, but you 
survive day after day no matter how bad it 
gets. And it gets very bad, doesn’t it?” 

Alana nodded, unable to speak. 

So Rafe spoke for her, and for himself. 

‘Some of those days are endless,” he said, 
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“and the nights... the nights are . . . unspeak- 
able.” 

Alana’s grip on Rafe’s hand was so tight 
that her nails left marks on his skin. 

“How did you know?” she whispered. 

“I've been there, Alana. Like you, I’ve 
served my time in hell.”’ 

She whispered Rafe’s name as tears slid 
from her eyelashes down her cheeks, crying 
for him and for herself. 

His lips brushed her neck very lightly. She 
wouldn’t have felt it if she hadn’t been so sen- 
sitized to him, his emotions, his physical pres- 
ence, Rafe like a fire burning between her and 
the freezing blackness that came to her in 
nightmares. 

Alana bent her head until her lips touched 
the back of Rafe’s hand. She kissed him gently, 
not withdrawing even when his hand turned 
over and cradled her cheek in his palm. 

Slowly Rafe leaned down, unable to resist 
the lure of Alana’s tears. He murmured her 
name as his lips touched her eyelashes, catch- 
ing the silver drops. He expected her to stiffen 
at the caress, at the knowledge that she was 
trapped between his strength and the granite 
face of the mountain. 

She turned her cheek to his lips, leaning 
lightly against him, her eyes luminous with 
emotion. He kissed the corner of her mouth, 
delicately stealing the tears that gathered 
there, until finally there were no more tears. 

‘“‘Are you ready to climb down now?” Rafe 
asked softly. 
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Alana took a ragged breath, then looked be- 
neath Rafe’s arm to the rocks tumbling away 
to the lake. 

Everything spun for an instant. She closed 
her eyes and hung on to him, hard. 

Rafe saw the color leave Alana’s face even 
before he felt her nails digging into his arms 
and the shaking of her legs against his. 
Quickly he leaned inward, bracing Alana 
against the rock with his body so that she 
wouldn’t fall if her legs gave way. 

“Don’t be afraid,’’ said Rafe softly, urgently. 
‘I’m not going to hold you or hurt you in any 
way.” 

There was an instant of stiffness before 
Alana sighed and nodded her head, unable to 
speak. 

When Alana accepted his presence, his re- 
assurance, relief came in a wave that for an 
instant left Rafe almost as weak as she was. 

And with relief came hunger for Alana, the 
hunger that had haunted Rafe ever since he 
had come back to find the woman he loved 
married to another man...desire and rage 
burning Rafe like acid every time he saw a pic- 
ture of Alana with Jack, Country’s Perfect 
Couple, happiness condensed into two smiling 
faces on millions of album covers. 

Ruthlessly Rafe suppressed both desire and 
the corrosive memories of rage. He ignored 
the sweet warmth of Alana’s body pressed 
along his as he braced her against the cold 
granite. 

“T’ll support you until you aren’t dizzy,’ he 
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said, his voice even, calm. ‘Tell me when you 
can stand again.” 

Eyes closed, Alana savored the sound of 
Rafe’s deep voice, his warmth and reassur- 
ance, and his patience. If he didn’t condemn 
her for being foolish, for being afraid, she 
wouldn’t condemn herself, either. 

‘Alana?’ asked Rafe, unable to see her face. 
Concern made his voice almost harsh. 

“It’s all right,” Alana said. 

And as she spoke, she realized that it really 
was all right. When she stopped being dis- 
gusted with herself, when she stopped being 
afraid of fear, she was able to react more ra- 
tionally. 

Rafe’s strength and closeness made Alana 
feel as she should, protected rather than 
threatened. She sighed and felt the shaking in 
her legs diminish. 

“You didn’t frighten me, Rafael. I looked 
down the mountain, that’s all.” 

He let out his breath with an explosive sigh. 

“That wasn’t a very bright thing to do, 
sweetheart.” : 

Alana’s mouth formed a smile that was 
gone as swiftly as it had come. 

“I figured that out real fast,” she said. “Now 
maybe you can figure out how I’m going to 
climb off this damned ledge with my eyes 
closed.”’ 

“Gracefully, smoothly, and quickly,” mur- 
mured Rafe, brushing Alana’s neck with his 
lips, not caring if she felt the caress, “like you 
do everything else.” 
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‘Including tie knots in your leader,” re- 
torted Alana. 

Her voice was almost steady, but her eyes 
were still tightly closed. 

‘Most especially tying knots in my leader,’’ 
he answered, laughing softly against her hair. 
“Ready?” 

‘To tie knots? I was born ready for that, ob- 
viously. No practice needed. Perfect tangle on 
the first try.” 

Then Alana took a deep breath. 

“Rafe,” she said softly, ‘I really don’t want 
to open my eyes.” 

‘How else can you admire the gorgeous 
tangles you make?” 

“Braille,” she said succinctly. 

“Okay. Braille it is.” Rafe hesitated. ‘For 
that to work, I’ll have to be very close to you, 
Alana. Sometimes I'll have to take your foot 
and place it, or hold you, or even lift you.” 

“No.” 

Then she spoke quickly, desperately, want- 
ing to be sure Rafe understood how important 
it was. 

‘Don’t lift me, Rafe. Please. That’s my worst 
nightmare, my body being lifted high and then 
falling and falling and Jack— Oh, God,” she 
said, horrified. “Jack. He fell. He fell into the 
darkness and rocks, and the water was like 
thunder everywhere and he died and—” 

Alana’s throat closed around screams and 
her eyes opened dark and wild, dilated with 
terror and memories that faded in and out like 
a nightmare. 
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Rafe ached to hold her, but he was nearly 
certain it would trigger the terror he sensed 
seething beneath her words, waiting to claim 
her. 

“Hush, wildflower,” Rafe murmured. “J 
won't lift you. You’re safe with me.” 

Slowly Alana’s eyes focused on the strong 
hands braced on either side of her. She made 
a despairing sound. 

“Rafe, each time I come closer to remem- 
bering but never close enough. And each time 
I’m so afraid. Does it ever end?” 

“It will end,’ Rafe said, his voice a curious 
mixture of reassurance and shared pain. “‘It 
will end. And you'll survive. Like the wild- 
flowers survive ice and darkness, sure of the 
summer to come.” 

His lips brushed her nape. 

“You're strong, Alana. So strong. I know 
you don’t believe that now, but you are. If you 
didn’t go under before, you won’t go under 
now. Believe me. I know. I’ve been there, too. 
Remember?”’ 

Alana put her forehead against Rafe’s hand 
and fought to control her breathing. After a 
few minutes, she succeeded. 

Only then did Rafe say quietly, ‘“We’re go- 
ing to climb down, now. You'll have to help 
me, Alana.” 

“H-How?” 

“You'll have to trust me,” he said simply. 
“If you don’t, you'll panic and then I'll have 
to knock you out and carry you down. I don’t 
want to do that, Alana, even though I could 
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do it and never leave a bruise on your body. 
Your mind, though.. .” 

Alana shuddered, not noticing how intently 
Rafe was watching her. 

‘Being knocked out and carried down the 
mountain would be your worst nightmare 
come true, wouldn’t it?’”” Rafe asked softly. 

The words went through Alana’s mind like 
a shock wave. Was that her nightmare? Being 
knocked out and carried? 

Slowly, hardly even realizing it, Alana 
shook her head. 

“No, that’s not my nightmare. My night- 
mare is being lifted and then thrown, some- 
thing throwing me away and then I’m falling, 
falling forever, ice and darkness and death.” 

Rafe’s voice was calm, but his eyes were 
burning with the rage that came to him every 
time he thought of Alana hurt, frightened, 
screaming his name. 

But none of his emotions showed in his 
voice. 

“Then you won't panic if I have to hold 
you?” he asked matter-of-factly. 

“I don’t know,” said Alana starkly. “I guess 
we'll just have to find out the hard way, won’t 
we?” 

“Yes, I guess we will.” 

When Alana felt Rafe move away, felt the 
cool wind on her back where his warmth had 
been, she wanted to cry out in protest. For a 
moment she simply stood, eyes closed, hands 
pressed against cold stone. 
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‘“‘About one foot below and slightly to your 
left is a flat stone,” Rafe said. 

He watched while Alana crouched slightly 
and felt around with the toe of her walking 
shoe, trying to find the surface he had de- 
scribed. 

“Another inch down,” he said. “That's it. 
Good.” 

Legs braced, arms outstretched but not 
touching her, Rafe followed Alana’s progress. 

“Now your right foot,’ he said. “Straight 
down, more, just another few inches. There. 
Feel it?” 

Alana’s answer was a drawn-out sound of 
relief when she felt the rock take her weight. 
She thought of opening her eyes again, but she 
didn’t trust herself not to freeze. 

Rafe described the next step, then the next, 
his hands always hovering just above Alana 
without touching her. He talked constantly, 
encouraging her. 

Slowly Alana backed down the steepest part 
of the slope. 

“Now, use your left foot,’ Rafe said. ‘’This 
is a tricky one. There are two rocks close to- 
gether. You want the one on the left. No, not 
that one, the—Alana.”’ 

The rock turned beneath her foot, throwing 
her off balance. Rafe grabbed her and held her 
in a hard grip, but only for an instant. Care- 
fully he put her back on her feet. 

Other than a choked cry when the stone first 
slid out from beneath her foot, Alana had 
made no protest, even when Rafe’s hands 


186 ELIZABETH LOWELL 


closed around her arms. Yet she was very 
pale, and her hands shook noticeably as she 
searched for support among the tall boulders. 
Shudders rippled through her body. 

Rafe sensed that Alana had fallen into night- 
mare again. Gently he turned her until she was 
facing him. He kept his hands on her shoul- 
ders, more to give her contact with the world 
than to support her. 

‘Alana, open your eyes. Look at me, not at 
the lake or the rocks. Just at me.” 

Slowly Alana’s black eyelashes parted. 

Rafe was only inches from her, his amber 
eyes narrowed and intent. His mustache was 
a deep, rich brown shot through with metallic 
highlights of bronze and gold. The pulse in his 
neck beat strongly, hinting at the heat and life 
beneath his tanned skin. 

“It’s daylight, not night,” Rafe said softly. 
“It’s warm, not icy. Jack is dead. You’re alive 
and safe with me.” 

Mutely Alana nodded. Then she sighed and 
leaned against him. 

Rafe wanted very much to put his arms 
around her, to hold her against his body and 
rock her until both of them felt only the other, 
knew only the other, comfort replacing fear. 

But, like Alana, Rafe was afraid if he held her, 
there would be only fear and no comfort at all. 

‘I’m sorry you were frightened,’ murmured 
Rafe, smoothing his cheek against her hair. 

“IT was—but I wasn’t. Not really.” Alana 
took another long breath. ‘I knew after I called 
your name that you wouldn’t let me fall.” 
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And Rafe knew that Alana hadn’t called his 
name. Not this time. 

If she thought she had, she was still caught 
between the past and the present, a hostage to 
fear. Yet she had trusted him not to let her fall. 

That, at least, hadn’t changed. 

After a few moments, Alana straightened 
and stood on her own. 

“‘Let’s finish it,” she said, her voice flat. 

‘Aren't you going to close your eyes?” 

‘“T don’t think so. It’s not as steep here, is it?” 

“No. If you’re going to take a look, though, 
do it now, when I’m close enough to catch you 
if you get dizzy.” 

Alana’s mouth relaxed into a tiny smile. “I 
can’t see through you, Rafe.” 

He turned partially, just enough to give her 
a brief view of the tumbled slope behind him. 
As he turned, he watched her face, ready to 
_ grab her if vertigo struck again. 

Other than a flattening of her mouth, Alana 
showed no reaction. Even so, Rafe stayed very 
close for the first few steps. She glanced at him 
and tried to smile. 

“I’m all right now,” she said. 

Rafe nodded, but he remained within reach 
of her. Together they worked their way down 
the last of the slope. When there was only lake 
in front of them, they stopped. 

With a sense of triumph, Alana turned and 
looked back. She shook her head as she real- 
ized that the slope, which had seemed so steep 
and deadly from above, didn’t look like much 
at all from the bottom. 
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‘Fear always looks like that from the other 
side,” Rafe said quietly. 

Alana looked from the mountainside to the 
man beside her. Rafe’s understanding of what 
she had been through, and his acceptance of 
her fear, untied knots deep inside her as surely 
as he had untied the snarls of fly line she had 
created. She put her palm against his cheek, 
savoring his warmth and the masculine tex- 
ture of his skin. 

‘Rafael,’ she murmured, making music of 
his name. ‘“You make me believe that someday 
I may even sing again.” 

Rafe turned his head until he could kiss the 
slender palm that rested against his cheek. He 
whispered Alana’s name against her hand and 
smiled as her fingers curled up to caress his 
lips. Slowly Alana’s other hand crept up to 
Rafe’s head, hungry for his warmth and the 
smooth thickness of his hair between her fin- 
gers. 

Moving as slowly as Alana did, Rafe tilted 
his head down until his lips could slant across 
hers. The kiss was so gentle that it was im- 
possible to tell the exact instant when it began. 

Alana neither hesitated nor pulled back 
when she felt Rafe’s mouth caress hers. In- 
stead, she whispered his name again and 
again, lost in the sensations that came as his 
lips brushed slowly against hers. His mouth 
moved from side to side with gentle pressures 
that made her fingers tighten in his hair, pull- 
ing his head closer in silent demand. 

The tip of Rafe’s tongue slid lightly over 
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Alana’s lower lip, then traced the curves of her 
mouth until she sighed and her fingers 
kneaded down his neck to his shoulders, seek- 
ing the long, powerful muscles of his back. 
Her mouth softened, fitting itself to his. 

When Alana’s tongue touched first his lips, 
then his teeth, Rafe made a sound deep in his 
chest. His hands clenched at his sides as he 
fought not to give in to his hunger to hold her, 
to feel her body soften and flow over his as 
surely as her mouth had. 

Hesitantly Rafe touched the warmth and 
sweetness of her tongue with his own. Even 
then she didn’t retreat. The kiss deepened un- 
til the sound of his own blood beating inside 
his veins drowned out the cascade’s rushing 
thunder. 

Rafe heard Alana call his name with hunger 
and need, a sound out of his dreams. As gent- 
ly as a sigh, his fingers dared to touch her face, 
the smooth curve of her neck, the slenderness 
and feminine strength of her arms. When she 
showed no fear, he rubbed his palms lightly 
from her shoulders to her hands and back 
again. 

She murmured and moved closer to him, 
letting his heat radiate through her. He shifted 
his stance, fitting her against him, touching her 
very gently with his hands while the sweet 
heaviness of desire swelled between them. 

Alana forgot the past, forgot the nightmare, 
forgot everything but the taste of Rafe and the 
rough velvet of his tongue sliding over hers. 
Fire shimmered through her, called by his 
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hunger and her own, fire melting her until she 
sagged against him, giving herself to his 
strength. 

Rafe’s arms circled Alana, holding her as 
she held him, molding her against the heat 
and hunger of his body. She responded with 
a movement that brought her even closer, 
standing on tiptoe, trying to become a part of 
him. 

And then she moved sinuously, caressingly, 
stroking his body with her own. 

With a ragged sound, Rafe let his arms close 
around Alana. As his arms tightened, they 
tilted Alana’s hips against his thighs. The 
movement lifted her just enough that for an 
instant her toes lost contact with the ground. 

In that instant, Alana went from passion to 
panic. 
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Hon AS ALANA TRIED TO 
wrench free of his embrace, Rafe realized what 
had happened. Cursing himself, he released 
her completely. 

Lin SOIry. . 

They both spoke quickly, as one, identical 
words and emotions. 

“It’s not your fault.” 

Again their words tangled, each hurrying to 
reassure the other. 

When Alana would have spoken again, Rafe 
gently put his fingers across her mouth. 

“No,” he said in a husky voice. “It’s not 
your fault. I should have known better than to 
hold you. I thought I could trust myself. But 
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I'd forgotten how sweet and wild you are. 
Even in my deepest dreams, I’d forgotten.” 

Alana’s black lashes closed. She tilted her 
face down so that Rafe couldn’t see her ex- 
pression until she was more certain of her 
self-control. When she looked at him again, 
there was no fear in the dark clarity of her 
eyes, only apology and the luminous residue 
of passion. 

“Did you really dream of me, Rafael?’ 
Alana asked, music and emotion making her 
voice as beautiful as her eyes. 

“Yes,” he said quietly. ‘It was all that kept 
me sane in hell.” 

Alana’s breath caught at the honesty and 
pain in Rafe’s voice. Her eyes searched his ex- 
pression. 

“What happened?” she asked. 

Rafe hesitated. ‘It’s not a pretty story. I’m 
not sure it’s something you want to know.” 

“If you can stand to tell me, I can stand to 
hear it.” 

When Rafe still hesitated, Alana took his 
hand and started back along the lakeshore, 
leading him with a gentle pressure of her fin- 

ers. 
i “Never mind,” she said. “We'll eat lunch 
and then we'll lie in the sun and count aspen 
leaves. Remember?” 

The darkness left Rafe’s eyes. His lips 
curved into an off-center smile. 

“T remember,” he said. ‘The first one who 
blinks has to start all over again.” 

“After paying a forfeit.” 
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“Of course,” Rafe said in a husky voice. “I 
remember that part very well.” 

A sideways look into his brilliant whiskey 
eyes told Alana that Rafe indeed hadn’t for- 
gotten. Her fingers tightened in his as he 
brought her hand up to his lips. He rubbed his 
mustache teasingly over her sensitive finger- 
tips. Then he nibbled on the soft pad of flesh 
at the base of her thumb. 

“What's that for?’ asked Alana breathlessly. 

“T blinked,” admitted Rafe. ““Didn’t you see 
me?” 

“No. I must have blinked, too.” 

“That’s one you owe me.” 

“But we haven't started counting aspen 
leaves yet,” Alana pointed out. 

“Well, if you’re going to get all technical on 
me, I guess I won’t start keeping score until 
after lunch.” 

Smiling, Alana led Rafe to the hollow where 
they had left their backpacks. While he re- 
trieved the fishing gear he had abandoned 
when he heard her scream, Alana set out a 
lunch of sandwiches and fruit. 

They ate slowly, letting the sun and silence 
dissolve away the last residue of fear and 
nightmare. When Rafe was finished, he 
stretched out on his back with his hands 
linked behind his head. 

After a few moments he said _ lazily, 
“Twenty-three.” 

“What?” 

“I counted twenty-three aspen leaves before 
I blinked.” 
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“You can’t even see any aspens from where 
you are.” 

‘Sure I can,” Rafe said, his voice deep. “Just 
off over your shoulder.” 

Alana turned and looked. Sure enough, a 
golden crown of aspen leaves rose above a 
thick screen of dark evergreen needles. 

“You blinked,” Rafe said. “How many?” 

“Eleven.” 

‘“That’s two you owe me.” 

Saying nothing more, Rafe resumed staring 
over her shoulder. 

‘Aren't you ever going to blink?” asked 
Alana finally. 

“Nope.” Then, “Damn. Got me. Thirty- 
seven.” 

Alana shifted until she could look at the as- 
pen without twisting around. She counted 
swiftly, then groaned when she blinked. 

“It’s coming back to me now,” she said. “I 
used to lose this game all the time.” 

Rafe smiled. ‘Yeah. I remember that best of 
all. That’s three you owe me.” 

He settled into counting again. 

After a long pause he said, “It’s coming 
back to me now. The trick is not to stare too 
hard—and be sure the wind isn’t in your face. 
Then—damn. Forty.” 

Alana got as far as thirty-five before she 
blinked. She groaned again. 

“That's four,” Rafe said. 

“Aren’t you worried about collecting?” 
Alana asked, for he had made no move to kiss 
her. 
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Rafe’s glance shifted. 

“Are you?” he countered in a soft voice, 
watching her. 

Alana’s breath shortened, then sighed out. 

“Tl don’t know,” she admitted, remembering 
both the pleasure and the panic she had felt 
by the lakeshore. 

“Then I'll wait until you know,” he said 
simply. 

Alana propped herself on her elbow and 
rolled over to face Rafe. He ignored her, count- 
ing quickly, aspen leaves reflected in his am- 
ber eyes. 

She looked at the grace and strength of him 
as he lay at ease, legs crossed at the ankles, 
jeans snug over his muscular thighs and lean 
hips. The dark blue T-shirt had pulled free of 
his pants, revealing a narrow band of skin the 
color of dark honey. A line of hair so deeply 
brown that it was almost black showed above 
the low-riding jeans. Where the shirt still cov- 
ered him, it fit like a shadow, smooth, sliding, 
moving when he did, a cotton so soft that it 
had felt better than velvet against her palms 
when she had touched him by the lake. 

“Seven thousand six hundred and ninety- 
two,” Rafe said. 

“What?” 

“Seven thousand six hundred and ninety- 
two.” 

“You can’t have counted that many leaves 
without blinking,’ she protested. 

Rafe smiled. For the last few minutes, he 
had been watching Alana rather than aspen 
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leaves, but she hadn’t noticed because she had 
been watching every part of him except his 
eyes. 

rere her smile told him that she very much 
approved of what she saw. 

“Would you believe two thousand?” Rafe 
asked innocently. 

Alana shook her head so hard that the mo- 
tion sent her silky cap of hair flying. 

“Two hundred?” asked Rafe. 

“Nope.” 

“Fifty?” 

OVER ccs 

“Sold,’’ Rafe said smoothly. ‘’That’s five you 
owe me.” 

‘But I haven’t had my turn yet.” 

“Think it will do any good?” 

Alana sighed and stared very hard at an as- 
pen, but all she saw was the image of Rafe 
burned into her mind, into her very soul. She 
blinked to drive away his image, then groaned 
when she realized that single blink had cost 
her the contest. 

‘Fifteen,’”” she said in disgust. 

Rafe smiled and turned his attention back to 
aspen leaves quivering in the breeze. When 
Alana’s fingers touched his cheek, his count- 
ing paused, then resumed. When her hand slid 
up the arm that was pillowing his head, his 
counting slowed. When her fingertip traced 
the supple veins showing beneath his skin, her 
touch sliding slowly up and down the sensi- 
tive inner side of his arm, Rafe stopped count- 
ing altogether. 
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“You're cheating, wildflower,” he said in a 
husky voice. 

“I finally remembered.” 

“What did you remember?” 

“How I used to win this game.” 

“Funny,” he said, “I remember us both win- 
ning. Every time.” 

“T wish—’”’ Alana’s voice broke. “I wish that 
it could be like that again. I wish you had 
never gone away that last time.” 

She took a ragged breath and then asked the 
question that she had asked herself a thousand 
times since she had learned that Rafe was 
alive. 

“What happened, Rafe? What did I do to 
deserve your silence?” 

He didn’t answer for so long that Alana was 
afraid he would refuse to answer at all. 

“Do you mean the letter I returned to you?” 
he asked finally. 

“Yes, but even before that. Why did you let 
me believe you were dead? Other people 
knew you were alive, but not me. I didn’t find 
out until a year ago.” 

“I thought you were happily married.” 

Alana searched Rafe’s expression with eyes 
that were too dark, remembering too much of 
pain and not enough of happiness. 

“How could you believe that?’’ she asked. 
“IT loved you. I thought you loved me.” 

“I did.” 

“Then how could you believe I loved Jack?”’ 

Rafe’s lips flattened into a grim line. ‘It hap- 
pens all the time to soldiers. The Dear John 
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syndrome. One man goes off to war and an- 
other man stays to comfort the girl who was 
left behind.” 

“It wasn’t like that,’’ whispered Alana. “I 
married Jack because singing was all I had left 
after they told me you were dead. It was a 
business marriage.” 

“Alana—” 

“He never touched me,” she said, talking 
over Rafe. “I wouldn’t let him. I couldn’t bear 
to be touched by any man but you.” 

Rafe closed his eyes. When they opened 
again, they were hard, focused on the past, a 
past that had nearly destroyed him. 

“Tl didn’t know,” he said. ‘’All I knew was 
that six weeks after I ‘died,’ the woman who 
once said she loved me became half of Coun- 
try’s Perfect Couple. Everywhere I turned I 
saw Jack ‘n’ Jilly, America’s favorite lovers, 
singing songs to each other, love songs that 
were beautiful enough to make Broken Moun- 
tain weep.” 

“Rafael ...’” Alana’s voice frayed. 

“Let me finish,” Rafe said tightly. “I may 
never talk about it again. God knows I'd just 
as soon forget it, every second of it.” 

‘The way I did?” she asked, her voice flat, 
all music gone. “That wouldn’t make it better. 
Believe me, Rafe. Forgetting the way I did just 
makes it worse in the long run. I can’t imagine 
anything more awful than my nightmares.” 

Rafe closed his eyes and let out a long, harsh 
breath. 

“I know,” he said. “I learned the hard way 
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that forgetting or ignoring doesn’t make any- 
thing go away. So I’m going to tell you some- 
thing that’s buried in filing cabinets in the 
Pentagon and in the minds of the very few 
men who survived. Something that never hap- 
pened at all, officially.” 

Alana said nothing, afraid to move, strain- 
ing to hear Rafe’s low voice. 

“T told you I was in the army,” he said. 
“Well, I was, but in a very special branch of 
it. I was trained in counterinsurgency, with 
special attention to rural areas.’” He smiled 
grimly. ‘Really rural. God, but I learned to 
hate jungles.” 

After the silence had stretched for several 
moments, Alana touched Rafe’s arm with gen- 
tle fingers. 

“What happened?’”” she asked, her voice 
soft. 

“Four years ago, I’d just about decided that 
I’d rather fight lost causes with my thick- 
skulled father in Wyoming than fight lost 
causes in the jungles of Central America. | 
owed the army some more time, though.” 

Alana waited, remembering. When Rafe had 
asked her to marry him, he had also told her 
that they would be separated a lot of the time 
for two more years. Then he would quit the 
army and come back and marry her. 

‘Just before I left Wyoming the last time, 
some of our men were taken prisoner along 
with a native guerrilla leader,” Rafe said. 
“There was no chance of getting our men back 
through regular diplomatic means, because 
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the men weren't officially there in the first 
place. The records had them posted to Chile 
or West Germany or Indochina, anywhere but 
Central America.” 

Motionless, Alana listened. 

“We couldn’t just write off the men,” Rafe 
said, ““even though word was that nobody sur- 
vived prison there for long. And we needed 
that guerrilla leader. My group was asked to 
volunteer for a rescue attempt.” 

Alana’s eyes closed, knowing what was 
coming next. 

“You volunteered,” she said, her voice 
barely a thread of sound. 

“I knew the men who had been caught. One 
of them was a very good friend. Besides,” Rafe 
said matter-of-factly, “I was good at what I 
did. With me leading the raid, it had a better 
chance of succeeding.” 

She took a deep breath and nodded. For the 
first time, some of the agony she had gone 
through four years ago began to make sense. 

~“T understand,” she said quietly. 

“Do you?” Rafe asked. 

He looked directly at Alana for the first time 
since he had begun to speak of the past. 

“Do you really understand why I left you?” 
he asked. “‘Why I volunteered to leave you?” 

“You couldn’t have lived with yourself if 
you had stayed safe and the other men had 
died,’”” Alana said simply, stroking the hard 
line of Rafe’s jaw with a gentle fingertip. 
‘“That’s the kind of man you are. You’d never 
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buy your own comfort with another person’s 
life.”” 

Rafe kissed the finger that had moved to ca- 
ress his mustache. 

‘Most women wouldn’t understand.” 

“Most women never know a man like you.” 

“Don’t kid yourself,” Rafe said harshly. 
“I’m no hero. I scream just as loud as the next 
guy when the rubber-hose brigade goes to 
work.” 

Alana’s eyes widened darkly as the mean- 
ing of Rafe’s words sank in. She touched his 
face with gentle fingers, smoothing away the 
lines of rage that had come when he remem- 
bered the past. 

“You’re a man of honor, Rafael. That’s all 
anyone can ask.” 

For long moments Rafe said nothing, re- 
sponding to her with neither look nor words. 
Then he let out his breath. 

“I’m glad you think so, Alana. There were 
times I didn’t think much of myself. Men died. 
I was their leader. I was responsible for their 
lives.” 

“They were soldiers. Volunteers. Like you.” 

“And I led them right into hell.” 

Alana’s fingers smoothed the grim lines 
bracketing Rafe’s mouth. 

“Was there another way you could have 
done it?” she asked softly. 

“No.” His voice was bitter. ‘““That’s how I 
knew I’d led them into hell. The road there is 
paved with the best intentions. The better the 
intentions, the deeper you go. 
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“And all the way down you know that there 
was nothing you could have done differently, 
that if you were put in the same position again 
you'd do the same thing again, the honorable 
thing ... and you’d take the same good people 
down with you. 

“And that,’ he said savagely, “is my defi- 
nition of hell on earth.” 

Words crowded Alana’s throat, all but chok- 
ing her. She spoke none of them, sensing that 
the only words that could help Rafe right now 
were his own. She caressed him gently, her 
fingers smoothing his skin in undemanding 
touches that told him she was there, listening, 
sharing his pain as much as she could. 

“T’ve thought about that mission a lot,’’ Rafe 
said after a time. ‘But I’ve never said anything 
to anyone since I was debriefed.”’ 

“You couldn't.” 

‘It wasn’t so much the security regulations 
that kept me quiet. I just never found anyone 
who I thought would understand what it was 
like to be scared every second of every day, to 
be scared and fight not to show it, to face each 
dawn knowing that it probably wouldn’t be 
better than yesterday and often it would be 
worse.” 

Alana touched Rafe’s wrist, felt the life beat- 
ing beneath his supple skin. 

“Not many people know what it is like to 
serve an indeterminate sentence in hell,’ Rafe 
said. ‘‘Waiting and listening to the screams 
while the damned are tortured, waiting and 
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listening and knowing that soon you would be 
screaming, too.” 

Alana made a stifled sound and turned very 
pale. Yet after a brief hesitation, her hand 
never stopped touching Rafe, giving him what 
comfort she could while he relived a night- 
mare she could barely imagine, but could un- 
derstand all too well. 

The man she loved had been imprisoned 
and tortured until he screamed. 

Whatever memories I have hidden in my 
nightmares, Alana told herself silently, Rafe’s 
must be worse, memory and nightmare alike. 
Yet he survived. He is here, strong despite the 
cruel violence of the past, patient with me de- 
spite my weakness, gentle with me despite the 
brutality that he has known. 

As Rafe continued talking, low-voiced and 
intense, Alana took his hand and pressed it 
against her cheek, as though simple touch 
could take the agony and bitterness from his 
past. And her own. 

“T went into the jungle alone,” he said, 
“about three days ahead of the others. They 
needed someone to get inside the prison for a 
fast recon so we’d know how many of the men 
were alive and able to walk on their own. It 
was too dangerous a job to ask anyone to vol- 
unteer for.” 

Rafe stared past Alana, his eyes unfocused, 
remembering. Yet even then his fingers moved 
lightly against Alana’s cheek, telling her that 
her presence helped him as much as anything 
could. 
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‘I got into the prison without any problem,” 
Rafe said. ‘‘Wire fences and a few perimeter 
guards. They were counting on the jungle and 
the prison’s reputation as a hellhole to keep 
people away.” 

Rafe’s fingers tensed on Alana’s cheek. 

“It was a hellhole, all right,’” he said. “What 
I saw there made me want to execute every 
guard, every government officer, everyone I 
could get my hands on. And then I wanted to 
burn that prison with a fire so hot it would 
melt through to the center of the earth.” 

Rafe closed his eyes, afraid that if they were 
open, Alana would see what he saw. Men 
chained and tortured, maimed and slowly 
murdered for no better reason than the enter- 
tainment of guards who were too brutal to be 
called men and too inventive in their savagery 
to be called animals. Grinning devils ruling 
over a green hell. 

“T got the information and I got out,” Rafe 
said. ‘“The next day I led my men back in.” 

His eyes opened. They were clear and hard 
as topaz, the eyes of a stranger. 

‘“‘As soon as we pulled out the men we came 
for, | went back to that prison. Three of my 
men came with me, against my orders. They 
were the three who had seen the wing where 
prisoners were tortured. The four of us freed 
every prisoner and then we blew that building 
straight back to the hell that had spawned it.” 

Alana held Rafe’s hand against her lips, try- 
ing to comfort him and herself, rocking slowly. 

“One of the men who came back with me 
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was injured. The other two carried him to the 
rendezvous while I stayed behind to cover the 
retreat. 

“Some of the guards survived the blast. | 
held them off until my gun jammed. They 
caught me, shot me, and left me for dead in 
the clearing. The helicopter got away, though. 
I heard it lift off just after I was shot.’ 

Alana made a low sound. 

“I survived. I don’t remember much about 
it. Some of the peasants hid me, did what they 
could for my wounds. Then the government 
soldiers came back. I was too weak to escape.” 

Alana bit her lips against the useless pro- 
tests aching in her throat. 

Rafe kept talking quietly, relentlessly, get- 
ting rid of the savage memories from the past. 

“They took me to another prison just like 
the one I’d blown to hell. I knew there was no 
hope of rescue. My men had seen me shot. 
They would assume I was dead. Besides, you 
don’t risk twenty men to save one, unless that 
one is damned important. I wasn’t.” 

Wanting to speak, afraid to stop the flow of 
Rafe’s words, Alana murmured softly against 
his palm and tried not to cry aloud. Her hands 
smoothed his arm and shoulder again and 
again, as though to convince herself that he 
really was alive and she was with him, touch- 
ing him. 

“I spent a long time in that prison,” Rafe 
said. ‘I don’t know why I didn’t die. A lot of 
men did and were happy to.” 

Then Rafe turned and looked at Alana. 
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‘“That’s not quite true,” he said. “I know 
why I survived. I had something to live for. 
You. I dreamed of you, of playing the har- 
monica while you sang, of touching you, mak- 
ing love to you, hearing you laugh, feeling and 
seeing your love for me in every touch, every 
smile.”’ 

‘Rafael,’’ she whispered, and could say no 
more. 

“The dreams kept me sane. Knowing that 
you were waiting for me, loving me as much 
as I loved you, gave me the strength to escape 
and to live like an animal in the jungle until I 
crossed into a country where I wouldn’t be 
shot on sight.” 

Alana bent over to kiss Rafe, no longer car- 
ing if he saw her tears. 

““And then,’ Rafe said, his voice flat, “‘I 
came home to find that the woman I'd loved 
enough to live for didn’t love me enough to 
wait for me.” 

‘‘That’s not true!’’ Alana said, her voice a 
low cry of pain. 

“I know. Now. I didn’t know then. All I 
knew was what the papers told me. Jack ‘n’ 
Jilly. Perfect marriage. Perfect love. No one 
told me any different.” 

“No one knew,” Alana said raggedly. ’’Not 
even my family. Jack and I worked very hard 
to keep the truth of our marriage a secret.” 

“You succeeded.” 

Rafe looked at Alana for a long moment, 
seeing his pain and unhappiness reflected in 
her dark eyes and pale face. He touched her 
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lips with his fingertip, loosening the tight line 
of her mouth. 

“I left the army as soon as my time was up,” 
Rafe said. “My father was dead by then. | 
came back to the ranch as bitter a man as has 
ever watched the sun rise over Broken Moun- 
tain. Until a year ago, I ran the ranch through 
my lawyers and lived out of the Broken Moun- 
tain fishing camp. Alone.” 

Alana closed her eyes against the tears she 
couldn’t control. 

“If only I had known you were alive...” 
she whispered. 

“But I wasn’t sure that I was alive,” Rafe 
said. “Not really. Most of my time was still 
spent in hell. No one on this side of the moun- 
tain even knew that I hadn’t died. Except Sam, 
and he wouldn’t tell anyone.”’ 

“Sam?’’ Alana asked, startled. 

“He took some training in Panama. Differ- 
ent outfit. Civilian, not military. We worked 
together once, just before I left the army. He’s 
a good man, if a bit hardheaded. And that’s 
all I have to say on the subject of Sam Bur- 
dette.” 

Alana started to object, then realized that it 
would do no good. Rafe might share his own 
secrets with her, but her brother’s secrets were 
not Rafe’s to share. She looked at Rafe with 
eyes that understood, eyes as dark as mid- 
night, as dark as her nightmares. 

“When did you decide to tell people that 
you were alive?”’ she asked. 

“IT didn’t. It just happened.” 
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Rafe shook his head slowly, remembering 
his rage and bitterness at life and the woman 
who had married another man just six weeks 
after her fiancé had been declared dead. 

“I ran into Bob one day in the high coun- 
try,” Rafe said. ‘‘He was fishing that crazy fly 
he favors. And he went straight down the 
mountain to you.” 

Without realizing it, Alana’s fingers tight- 
ened on Rafe’s arm as she remembered the 
moment that Bob had burst into the house 
talking about Rafe Winter, a man come back 
from the dead—and looking like it. Hard and 
bitter, eyes as cold as a February dawn. 

Rafe. Alive. 

And Alana was married to a man she didn’t 
love. 

“A day later,’”’ Rafe said, watching her, ‘““Bob 
brought me a letter. I recognized your hand- 
writing on the envelope. I looked at it for a 
long, long time.” 

“Why didn’t you—” she began. 

“I knew I couldn’t open my own Dear John 
letter,” Rafe interrupted savagely. ‘I couldn’t 
force myself to read the words describing your 
perfect marriage, perfect career, perfect man, 
perfect lover. I couldn’t read the death of my 
dream written in your own hand, the dream 
that had kept me alive when most of me hurt 
so much that death looked like heaven itself.” 

Alana shook her head. Tears fell from her 
tightly closed eyes. With a ragged sound, she 
put her head on Rafe’s chest and held him un- 
til her arms ached. She couldn’t bear the 
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thought of Rafe being tortured, dreaming of 
her, surviving because he loved her. 

And then coming home to find her married. 

“What was in the letter?” Rafe asked. 

His voice was so soft that it barely pene- 
trated the sound of Alana’s tears. 

“The truth,” Alana said hoarsely. ‘I was go- 
ing to leave Jack. When I was free, I was going 
to write to you again, if you wanted me to.” 

“But you didn’t leave Jack.” 

“No.” She drew a ragged breath. “When | 
lost you a second time, I thought nothing mat- 
tered. I went back to Jack.” 

Rafe’s eyelids flinched. It was the only sign 
he gave of the pain within him at the thought 
that he had sent her back to Jack Reeves. 

“But when I knew you were alive,” Alana 
said, “I couldn’t stay with Jack. Not even to 
save our singing career. So we lived sepa- 
rately, but very discreetly.” 

Slowly she shook her head, remembering 
the past. 

“Separation wasn’t enough,’ she _ whis- 
pered. “You didn’t want me, hadn’t even 
cared for me enough to tell me you were alive, 
but I had to be free of the sham marriage. | 
had lived with lies for too long. When you 
were dead, the lies hadn’t mattered to me. 
Nothing had mattered except singing. | 

‘“That’s how I survived, Rafe. I sang to the 
memory of the man I loved, not to Jack. Never 
to him.” 

“And then,” Rafe said bitterly, “I wrote 
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your death sentence on an envelope and sent 
it back to you.” 

“What?” 

_ Rafe swore savagely. 

Alana trembled, not knowing why he was 
so angry with himself. 

“What did you mean?” asked Alana, her 
voice shaking as she looked at Rafe’s nar- 
rowed eyes. ‘‘Why was that envelope my 
death sentence?”’ 

‘It sent you back to Jack Reeves.” 

“What—” 

‘The answer is in your nightmares,” Rafe 
said, cutting off Alana’s question. 

Her eyes searched Rafe’s, looking for an- 
swers but seeing only herself reflected in the 
clear amber. 

‘How do you know?” she asked. 

‘That, too, is in your nightmares.” 

Rafe’s hands came up to frame Alana’s face. 

‘There’s something else in those lost days, 
wildflower,” he murmured, kissing her lips 
gently. ‘““‘There’s the moment you saw me, 
knew me, turned to me.” 

He kissed her again, more deeply. 

‘“Rafe—” 

“No,” he said softly. “I’ve told you more 
than the good doctor wanted me to. But | 
thought it might help you to know that some- 
thing other than horror is buried with those 
six missing days.” 








a 12 


F OR A LONG TIME THERE WAS 
only silence and the rushing sound of the dis- 
tant cascade. 

Rafe’s expression told Alana that question- 
ing him would be futile. He had the same 
closed look that he had worn when he talked 
about leading his men into hell. 

But it angered her that Rafe knew some- 
thing about her six lost days and wouldn't tell 
her. : 

“Why?” Alana asked finally, her voice 
harsh. ““Why won’t you help me?” 

“You didn’t know Jack was dead. People 
told you he was. How much help was that?’ 

Alana searched Rafe’s topaz eyes. 
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‘“But—” she began. 

“But nothing,” he interrupted in a flat voice. 
“Did knowing Jack was dead help you re- 
member anything?” 

Alana clenched her hands. 

“No,” she said. 

“Did waking up in that hospital beaten and 
bloody tell you how you got hurt?” 

Silence. Then, tightly, “No.” 

“Did reading about Jack’s death in every 
newspaper help?” 

“How did you know?” she whispered. 

“In some ways you're a lot like me,” Rafe 
said simply. 

“But if you’d tell me what you know, it 
would help me sort out reality from night- 
mare.” 

“The doctors don’t think so. They’re afraid 
I might tell you something you don’t want to 
know.” 

“What?” 

“T might tell you that your nightmares are 
pieces of the truth.” 


Rock and ice and wind, something lifting her, 
throwing her out into the darkness 

falling 

she was falling and rocks waited below, waited 
to break her, hatred breaking her. 


Alana made a small sound and went pale. 
She wrapped her arms around herself as she 
felt the cold of nightmares congeal inside her, 
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fear and truth freezing her. She closed her eyes 
as though it would shut out the fragments of 
nightmare. 

Then she wondered if it was memory that 
she was shutting out, reality chasing her 
through her nightmares, truth saying to her, 
remember me. 

Rafe reached for Alana, wanting to gather 
her into his arms and comfort her. 

When his hands touched her, she gasped 
and flinched away. 

Rafe withdrew instantly, but the cost of con- 
trolling himself made muscles stand out rig- 
idly along his jaw. He looked at Alana’s pale 
skin and black lashes, her mouth shaped for 
smiling but drawn by fear into a thin line, the 
pulse beating too quickly in her throat. 

With a soundless curse, Rafe closed his eyes. 
The doctors were right. Telling her wouldn't 
help. 

Even worse, it could hurt her. 

At first Rafe had been afraid that Alana 
would remember too soon, before he had a 
chance to win her love again. Now he was 
afraid that she wouldn’t remember soon 
enough, that she would lose faith in herself 
and then tear herself apart. 

Yet Rafe couldn’t bring back Alana’s mem- 
ory for her, no matter how much he wanted 
to. The bitterness of that knowledge made the 
brackets around his mouth deeper, harder. 

“If telling you everything I know about 
those six days would stop you from freezing 
when I touch you, I’d shout the truth from the 
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top of Broken Mountain,” Rafe said, his voice 
rough with suppressed emotion. 

Alana said nothing. 

‘My God, don’t you know that I’d do any- 
thing to have you in my arms again?” Rafe 
whispered. ‘I want you so badly. I want to 
hold you, comfort you, love you ... and I can't. 
All I can do is hurt you again and again.” 

Rafe’s hands became fists. With a quick 
movement, he rolled over until his back was 
turned toward Alana. 

‘It’s like Central America all over again,” he 
said harshly, ‘only it’s worse because this time 
it’s you I’m leading into hell, knowing with 
every step that there’s no other way, knowing 
and hating myself just the same.” 

His laugh was a short, savage sound. 

“Christ,” Rafe said harshly, ‘I don’t blame 
you for shrinking away every time I touch 
you.” 

The raw emotion in Rafe’s voice called 
Alana out of the depths of the nightmare as 
nothing else could have. She knew what it was 
like to feel snarled and helpless, hating your- 
self, feeling as though everything you did 
made the tangle worse, not better. 

The thought of Rafe feeling that way be- 
cause of her made Alana ache with tears she 
couldn’t shed. In just the past day, Rafe had 
given so much to her, laughter and protection, 
patience and companionship, subtle passion, 
and, above all, acceptance. 

She might rail at herself for being weak, she 
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might be angry and disgusted with herself... 
but Rafe was not. 

When she was close to hating herself, he had 
told her about strength and weakness and sur- 
vival, torture and the breaking point every hu- 
man being has. He had told her about his own 
time in hell, and in doing so he had coaxed 
her out of the depths of her own self-disgust. 

Rafe had given her hope when all she had 
was nightmare. 

And for that she flinched when he touched 
her. 

“Rafael,” murmured Alana, touching his 
arm. 

He made no response. 

She shifted her position until she was on her 
knees. She leaned over Rafe, stroking him 
from the thick silk of his hair down to the 
corded tension of his neck. She repeated his 
name again and again, a slow litany that was 
nearly a song. 

Her hand moved down, trying to loosen the 
rigid muscles of his shoulders and back. The 
dark cotton of his T-shirt felt like warm velvet 
to her. Her fingers kneaded the hard flesh be- 
neath. He felt so good to her, heat and smooth- 
ness and strength. 

With a sigh, Alana bent over until she could 
put her lips just below the dark brown of his 
hairline. Rafe’s neck was warm and firm, 
tanned skin stretched tautly over tendons, 
tempting her tongue to taste and trace each 
subtle change in texture. 

She kissed him lightly, lingeringly, before 
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she gave in to temptation and touched his skin 
with the tip of her tongue. He tasted of salt 
and heat and man, slightly rough where his 
beard began and amazingly smooth on the 
back of his neck. 

Delicately Alana’s teeth closed on Rafe’s 
neck, testing the resilience of the muscle be- 
neath. He moved his head and shoulders 
slowly, increasing the pressure of her teeth on 
his flesh, making her hand slide over the mus- 
cles of his back. 

Rafe tasted good, felt good. Alana wanted 
to touch and savor more of him. Her fingers 
dug into the bunched muscles beneath her 
hand as her teeth tested the male power of his 
shoulders. 

Rafe arched against her touch like a hungry 
cat. 

The honesty of his response made an equal 
hunger sweep through Alana, a hunger that 
only Rafe had ever called from her. She 
wanted to lie down next to him, to fit her body 
along his, to feel his passion surround her as 
she surrounded him. 

Yet even as fire licked through her, melting 
her, Alana knew that if Rafe’s arms closed 
around her, she would freeze. And in freezing, 
she would hurt him cruelly. Then she would 
hate herself all over again. 

“Oh, Rafe,’ she said, her voice breaking on 
his name, “‘what are we going to do?” 

“What we’re doing right now feels wonder- 
fal” 

“But I’m afraid I'll freeze.” 
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Alana’s words trembled with fear and the 
beginning of anger at herself. 

“Does touching me frighten you?’ Rafe 
asked. 

Alana made an odd sound that could have 
been laughter. 

“Touching you is like singing, Rafael. Only 
Detter.” 

She heard his breath come in sharply and 
felt the fine tremor that went through his 
body. 

“Then touch me as much as you want,” he 
said simply. 

“That isn’t fair to you.” 

Rafe’s back shifted beneath Alana’s hand, 
urging her to explore him, telling her more 
clearly than words that he wanted to be 
touched by her. 

“Remember when you were nineteen?’’ he 
asked. 

Alana’s hand hesitated, then slid up Rafe’s 
back to his hair. Eagerly her fingers sought the 
warmth of him beneath the thick pelt. 

“Yes,” she whispered. ‘I remember.” 

“You didn’t object then.”’ 

“T didn’t know what I was doing to you. 
Not really. Virgins can be very cruel.” 

“Did I complain?” asked Rafe, laughter and 
memories curling just beneath his words. 

“No,” she said softly. 

“Did I ask for more than you wanted to 
give?” 

“No. Never, Rafael.” 

“T never will.” 
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With a smooth motion, Rafe rolled onto his 
back and looked at her with eyes that were 
clear amber, brilliant with emotion and desire. 

“Do you believe me?” he asked. 

ca Stn 

“Then touch me.” 

‘Even though I can’t...’ Alana’s voice fal- 
tered. 

“Yes,” said Rafe swiftly, almost fiercely. 
“However much or little you want. Every- 
thing. Anything. I’ve dreamed of you for so 
long. Touch me, wildflower.” 

Hesitantly Alana’s hands came up to frame 
Rafe’s face. Her lips brushed across his while 
her fingers again sought the silky brown 
depths of his hair. With a sigh, her breath min- 
gled with his and she knew again the heat and 
textures of his mouth. She made a throaty 
sound of pleasure as his taste spread across 
her tongue. 

Forgotten sensations stirred, awakening. 
The kiss deepened into a timeless sensual join- 
ing as they gave themselves to each other, 
knowing only one another. 

Finally, Alana lifted her mouth and looked 
at Rafe with eyes that remembered passion. 

“The first time you kissed me like that,” 
whispered Alana, “I thought I would faint. I 
think I could faint now. You take the world 
out from under me.” 

“Are you frightened?’’ Rafe asked quietly, 
watching Alana with smoky amber eyes. 

She smiled slowly and shook her head. 

“With you, there’s no danger of falling,’ 
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Alana said. “With you, I’m as weightless as 
heat balanced on fire.”’ 

She bent her head and kissed Rafe again, 
savoring every instant, every changing pres- 
sure of tongue on tongue, the heat and plea- 
sure of his mouth joined with hers. 

Her hands slid from his hair, caressing him 
with each tiny movement of her fingers. One 
hand curved around his neck just beneath his 
ear, her palm fitting perfectly against the slide 
and play of muscle as he moved his mouth 
across hers. Her other hand slid down his arm, 
only to return as her fingers sought the 
warmth of his skin beneath the short sleeve of 
his T-shirt. 

She stroked Rafe, murmuring her pleasure 
as she felt him flex against her touch. Her 
hand slid higher until her palm rubbed his 
shoulder under the soft T-shirt. Catlike, Rafe 
arched into her caress, telling her how much 
he liked having her hand on his bare skin. 

When Alana’s mouth left his and she began 
to nibble on his mustache and his neck and 
finally, delicately, his ear, Rafe made a deep 
sound in his throat. She responded by tracing 
the outline of his ear with her mouth, then ca- 
ressing him with slow, probing touches of her 
tongue that made his breath quicken. 

‘“T remember how | shivered the first time 
you did that to me,” whispered Alana, her 
breath warm against Rafe. ‘Do you remem- 
ber?” 

“Yes,” he said huskily. “You had goose 
bumps all the way up and down your arms.” 
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“Like you, now.” 

“Like me, now.” 

Alana’s tongue touched Rafe’s neck just as 
her teeth closed on his skin. Rafe moved his 
head, urging her to touch more deeply, to bite 
harder. Her teeth pressed into his flesh and 
she felt the male power in the tendon sliding 
beneath her mouth. 

He had caressed her like that when the 
storm had chased them to the Broken Moun- 
tain cabin. His bite had been just short of pain 
and had brought a pleasure that had left her 
weak. 

With a small sound, Alana caressed Rafe’s 
neck down to his shoulder until her teeth 
closed on the T-shirt. Her hands kneaded 
down his chest to the warm band of skin 
where his shirt had pulled free of his jeans. 

When her fingers touched his naked skin, 
Rafe’s breath came in sharply. His weight 
shifted as his arms. moved. 

Alana waited, frozen, anticipating his em- 
brace. 

“It’s all right,” Rafe said softly. ‘See? No 
hands.” 

And it was true. Rafe had moved, but only 
to put his hands behind his head, fingers 
tightly laced against the nearly overwhelming 
temptation to touch Alana as she was touching 
him. 

Alana smiled and relaxed against Rafe’s 
side. 

“Does that mean I can still touch you?” she 
asked. 
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He smiled just enough to show the tip of his 
tongue between the serrations of his teeth. 

“What do you think?” he asked in a deep 
voice. 

Alana’s approving glance went from the 
rich pelt of Rafe’s hair down the hard, mas- 
culine length of him. 

“T think,” said Alana, “that it’s a miracle I 
kept my hands off you until I was twenty.” 

“And here I thought I was the one who de- 
served a medal.” 

‘“That’s probably true,” Alana admitted, her 
eyes brilliant with memories of a storm and a 
cabin loft. “I didn’t know what I was missing. 
You did.” 

“Not really,” Rafe said softly. “You were 
unique, sweet and wild, as generous as sum- 
mer. You gave yourself to me so completely 
that you made me realize that I’d never made 
love to a woman until you. Not completely. 
And I’ve never made love since. Not com- 
pletely.” 

“Rafael,’” Alana said softly, pleasure and 
pain and regret in a single word. 

“I’m not asking you for anything,” he said. 
“I know you're not ready to give yourself 
again. That doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten how it 
was between us once—and how it will be 
again. 

“But not now, this instant,’ Rafe added, re- 
gret and certainty evenly balanced in his deep 
voice. “I don’t expect that now. It’s enough 
that you’re touching me, that you’re here with 
me, that you're alive.” 
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Alana felt the heat of Rafe’s skin beneath her 
fingers, the tempting, silky line of hair curling 
down below his navel, and the sharp, invol- - 
untary movement of his body as her fingers 
slid beneath the soft T-shirt. She traced the 
long muscles of his torso from his waist to his 
ribs. 

Eyes closed, smiling, Alana let her hands sa- 
vor Rafe’s strength and stillness and the 
changing, compelling textures of his body be- 
neath her palm. Her fingers searched among 
the crisp hairs on his chest, alive to the feel of 
him, the silk and the hardness and the heat of 
him. 

And Rafe watched her, wanting her. 

Without stopping to think, Alana tugged at 
his T-shirt, impatient with even the soft cotton 
restricting the freedom of her touch. She had 
the T-shirt bunched up beneath his arms be- 
fore she realized what she was doing. 

‘I’m sorry,” Alana said raggedly, her eyes 
still closed. “I wasn’t thinking.” 

“T was.” 

Rafe’s voice was deep, caressing. 

“What were you thinking?” she whispered. 
“That I’m a tease?” 

“Open your eyes and I'll tell you.” 

His voice was gentle, coaxing, an intangible 
caress that made Alana shiver. 

Her eyes opened slowly. She saw her hands 
against Rafe’s chest, his nearly black hair curl- 
ing up over her slender fingers. Her hands 
flexed sensuously, pressing her nails against 
his skin. 
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“What are you thinking?” she asked, watch- 
ing his eyes as her nails bit gently into his flesh 
with tiny, sensual rhythms. 

“Il was thinking of the first time we made 
love. When I unbuttoned my shirt, you looked 
at me as though you’d never seen a man be- 
fore, but | knew damn well that you lived with 
three brothers. And now,” added Rafe softly, 
“you're looking at me like that again.” 

“Am 1?” asked Alana, her voice barely a 
breath of sound. 

“Do you want to take off my shirt?’ Rafe 
asked, his eyes watching her with hungry in- 
tensity. 

Wess 

Alana bent to brush her lips across Rafe’s 
mouth, loving the feel of him, firm and sweet, 
answering his heat with her own. She felt his 
lips smile beneath her caress; then his tongue 
moved teasingly over her mouth until she 
smiled in return. 

“Then what are you waiting for?’’ asked 
Rafe. ‘“Take off my shirt.” 

As he spoke, he unlocked his hands and 
stretched his arms above his head. 

Alana’s hands moved up Rafe’s body, push- 
ing the soft folds of T-shirt over his chest, his 
head, his arms, until the shirt fell aside, for- 
gotten. Her breath came in, then went out in 
a long sigh as she ran her hands freely from 
Rafe’s fingertips to his waist. His breath 
sounded more like a groan as he laced his 
hands behind his head once more. 

For an instant, Alana hesitated. Then Rafe’s 
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body twisted sinuously beneath her hands, 
asking to be touched. She whispered his name 
as she bent down and kissed him, hungry for 
the feel of his tongue against hers. Her palms 
rubbed slowly over his chest, stroking him, en- 
joying him. When her nails scraped gently 
over his nipples, she felt him shiver. Her fin- 
gertips circled him caressingly, then tugged at 
the small, hard nubs. His tongue moved sen- 
sually in her mouth, stealing her breath until 
she was dizzy. 

With a ragged sound, Alana shifted her po- 
sition and sought the powerful contours of 
Rafe’s shoulders, tasting and biting and kiss- 
ing him until her mouth slid down and found 
the hard male nipples her fingers had teased. 
Her teeth closed lightly over him. She felt the 
tension in him, felt his body flexing, felt the 
powerful muscles of his arms harden beneath 
her palms. 

Memories raced through her, burning her. 

“Funny,” Alana murmured, rubbing her 
cheek over Rafe’s chest, “I never thought of 
you as really strong, until the storm and the 
cabin loft.” 

Rafe smiled, though his fingers were so 
tightly laced around each other that his hands 
ached. 

‘Thought I was a weakling, did you?” he 
said, his voice soft but almost rough, hungry 
and laughing at the same time. 

“Weakling?”’ 

Alana laughed against Rafe’s ribs before she 
turned her head and began caressing the long 
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muscles of his torso with slow movements of 
her cheek and hand. 

“No,” she said. ‘But Dad was six foot five, 
and my brothers were all over six feet tall 
when they were twelve. Bob was six foot six 
and weighed two hundred and twenty pounds 
when he was fourteen.” 

“Whatever attracted you to a shrimp like 
me?’’ asked Rafe. 

The question ended in a groan when the 
hard tip of Alana’s tongue teased his navel. 

“First it was your eyes,” she said, her voice 
blurred as she caressed the taut skin of Rafe’s 
stomach. “Like a cougar, clear amber and 
more than a little untamed.” 

“And that made you want to tame me?” 

“No. It made me want to be wild with you.” 

Rafe’s hands clenched until the fingers went 
numb. He tried to speak, but Alana’s fingers 
had gone from his waist down to the hard 
muscles of his thighs. He could think of noth- 
ing except her touch and the fierce ache of 
hunger swelling so close to her hand. 

“But I didn’t know it then,’ continued 
Alana, kneading the long muscles that flexed 
and shifted beneath her fingers, ‘not in so 
many words. I just knew I got a funny, quiv- 
ering feeling deep inside whenever you 
looked at me in a certain way.” 

“What way?” 

Rafe fought to keep his voice even despite 
the waves of hunger that hammered through 
his blood. His fingers twisted against each 
other until bone ground over bone. 
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“The way you looked at me when you took 
off my wet blouse and hung it by the fire,” 
Alana said. 

Her breath was a warm flow across the na- 
ked skin above Rafe’s waist. 

“The way you looked at me when you 
peeled off that soaking, lacy bra,’’ she whis- 
pered. “‘And then you touched me until I 
couldn’t stand by myself. Do you remember?” 

“God, yes.” Rafe closed his eyes, remem- 
bering. ‘“You were barefoot. Your jeans were 
black with rain and outlined you perfectly, 
those beautiful legs and hips....Did you 
know that my hands were shaking when I 
took off your blouse?” 

‘“Yes,’’ she whispered, her fingers clenching 
for an instant on Rafe’s leg. ‘I was trembling, 
too.” 

“You were cold.” 

‘Was 1?” she asked. 

Her voice was almost breathless as she ca- 
ressed Rafe’s navel again, biting him gently. 

‘I burned when you touched me,” Alana 
whispered. ‘“Your hands were so warm on my 
skin.” 

‘I didn’t mean to undress you, not at first. 
But once I started, I couldn’t stop. You were 
so beautiful, wearing only firelight. I couldn’t 
stop looking at you, touching you.” 

“Tl didn’t want you to stop. I felt like the 
most exquisite woman ever born when you 
looked at me, when you kissed me, touched 
me. And your body fascinated me.” 

Alana traced the line of skin just above 
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Rafe’s jeans with her tongue. Her hand 
smoothed his thigh, enjoying the feel of his 
strength, remembering. 

“When I finally touched you,” she said, 
“every bit of you tightened until each muscle 
on your body stood out. You felt like warm 
steel. You feel like that now.” 

“Alana.” 

The word was involuntary, a response torn 
from his control when he felt her hand settling 
over him. 

“T found out how strong you were then,” 
Alana whispered. ‘You lifted me high, then let 
me slide slowly, slowly down your body. So 
strong, yet so gentle. The eyes of a mountain 
cat and the hands of a poet.” 

Alana’s mouth caressed Rafe’s skin as her 
fingers unfastened his jeans, seeking him be- 
neath layers of cloth, finding him. Her breath 
came out raggedly. 

‘“‘And the rest of you so very male,’ Alana 
said huskily. 

She rubbed her cheek across Rafe’s stomach, 
then she turned her mouth to his skin and 
kissed him quickly, fiercely. 

“Alana,’’ Rafe said, his voice hoarse as he 
moved reflexively, sensually against her hand. 
“IT can’t take much more of this.” 

“Then don’t,” she said simply. 

She traced the rigid muscles of his arm with 
one hand, feeling the mist of passion and re- 
straint that covered his body. 

“You've given me so much,” she said. “‘Let 
me give you something in return. It’s not as 
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much as either of us wants, but it’s all I have 
right now.” 

Rafe closed his eyes for a moment, knowing 
if he looked at Alana, he wouldn’t be able to 
keep his fingers locked behind his head. 

Her hand moved again in a devastating, 
sensual glide of flesh over flesh. Fire thickened 
in Rafe’s veins, fire pooling heavily beneath 
Alana’s hand until he could only twist against 
the sweet agony of her touch. He groaned 
aloud, his breath hissing between clenched 
teeth. 

“Oh, God ... don’t,’ he said hoarsely. 

‘Rafael,’ said Alana. ‘I can’t give myself to 
you now, but you can give yourself to me. 
Please, give yourself to me. Let me know that 
I’ve been able to bring you some pleasure. I 
need to know that.’ 

Her voice was husky and urgent as she 
rubbed her cheek against his hot chest. 

Rafe’s eyes opened, an amber hot enough to 
burn. 

“Look at me,” he said. 

Alana lifted her head. He saw the silent plea 
in her dark eyes, saw the fire and fierce plea- 
sure when he moved against her hand, and he 
knew that she had been utterly honest with 
him. 

Slowly he unlocked his fingers, but he 
moved only one hand, and then only to hold 
it out to her. When her lips pressed against his 
palm, his hand shifted, gently bringing her 
mouth up to his. What began as a simple 
brush of lips deepened with each heartbeat 
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until it became a kiss of shattering hunger and 
sensuality. 

And then he gave himself to her as freely 
and generously as she had given herself to 
him four years ago, in a cabin warmed by fire- 
light and love. 
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Prine PULLED °~ THE  BUB- 


bling, spicy apple pie out of the oven, using 
oversize pot holders that felt as soft to her 
touch as Rafe’s T-shirt had. She smiled to her- 
self as she set the second pie on the wooden 
counter to cool, feeling more at peace than she 
had in a long time. Notes of music kept glid- 
ing through her mind, chased by lyrics that 
hadn’t yet condensed into songs. 

“What is that marvelous smell?”’ asked Jan- 
ice from the doorway. 

“Pie,” said Alana, turning and smiling over 
her shoulder at the tall, slender woman. 

“A miracle,” Janice said. 
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Alana smiled. “Actually, it’s just dried ap- 
ples, sugar, and spices.” 

‘In this wilderness, on that stove, those pies 
are a miracle,” said Janice firmly. She looked 
at Alana with blue eyes that missed nothing. 
“Anything I can do to help?’ 

“I’ve got everything under control, but 
thanks anyway.” 

Janice smiled. ‘‘Must be a wonderful feel- 
ing.” 

“What?” 

“Having everything under control.” 

Alana looked startled for an instant. Then 
she nodded slowly. 

It was true. Since she had awakened in the 
hospital, she had felt as though her life was 
out of her control, as though she was a victim 
instead of a person. Fear had eroded her self- 
respect and confidence. 

But today she had been able to talk and 
laugh with Rafe. Today she had taken the first 
steps toward overcoming her fear of heights. 
Today she had realized that Rafe respected 
and cared for her despite her amnesia and ir- 
rational fears. 

Rafe had accepted her as she was, imperfect, 
and then he had given himself to her instead 
of demanding that she give herself to him. 

“Yes,” Alana said quietly. “It’s an incredibly 
good feeling.” 

Janice’s eyes narrowed in an instant of in- 
telligent scrutiny that Alana didn’t notice. 

“I’m glad,” said Janice, unmistakable satis- 
faction in her voice. 
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Alana looked up quickly, seeing for the first 
time the compassion in the other woman. 

“Rafe told you about my husband, didn’t 
he?” Alana asked. 

Janice hesitated while her shrewd blue eyes 
measured the emotions apparent on Alana’s 
face. 

“Don’t be angry with him,” Janice said fi- 
nally. ‘‘Rafe just wanted to be sure that Stan 
and I wouldn’t accidentally hurt you.” 

Frowning, Alana wiped her hands on the 
enormous white apron that she wore. 

“It’s not fair to ask you to walk on eggs so 
I won't be upset,’” Alana said. “This trip is for 
your pleasure, not mine.” 

Janice smiled. ‘Don’t worry. We're having 
a ball.” 

Alana looked at her with skeptical dark 
eyes. 

“Uh-huh,” Alana muttered. ‘Sure you are— 
when I’m not screaming at Stan or stealing 
your fishing guide.” 

“Stan's a big boy,” said Janice dryly. ‘““And 
as for Rafe, he showed us the water and we 
caught our limit. Besides, he cleans the trout 
for us and you whip up hot apple pies. What 
more could we ask?” 

Laughing and shaking her head, Alana gave 
in. 

“You two are very special dudes,” Alana 
said. “If other clients are half as easy to be 
around, Bob will think he’s died and gone to 
heaven. Most dudes can’t find their way 
downhill without directions and a hard push.” 
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From the next room came the sound of cup- 
board doors being opened and closed briskly. 

“Hey. sis,” calied Bob from the dining room, 
“where did I put the dishes last night after I 
washed them?” 

Janice and Alana exchanged a look and 
burst out laughing. Bob stuck his head in the 
kitchen. 

“What's so funny?” he asked. 

“You wouldn’t understand,” said Alana. 
‘But that’s all right. I love you anyway.” 

She stood on tiptoe and kissed Bob’s cheek 
quickly. 

He looked surprised, then very pleased. He 
started to hug Alana in return, then stopped, 
remembering. He patted her shoulder with 
unexpected gentleness and put his blunt index 
finger on the tip of her nose. 

“You look better, sis. Rafe was right. You 
needed to be home.” 

Then Bob shook his head and smiled, giving 
Alana a somewhat baffled look. He still wasn’t 
used to seeing his sister as a contemporary 
rather than as a substitute mother. 

“What?” Alana asked. 

‘‘How did you get to be so small, anyway?” 
Bob said in a rueful voice. 

“You grew up.” 

He smiled. ‘Yeah, guess so. Why don’t you 
go get dressed? I’ll whip up the potatoes and 
get everything on the table.” 

Alana blinked, startled by the offer. Then 
she blinked again, several times, fighting back 
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sudden tears. Bob was being as protective of 
her as he was of Merry. 

“Thanks,’” Alana said, her voice husky. “I'd 
like that.’’ 

She showered quickly, then climbed into the 
loft wrapped in Bob’s oversize terry cloth robe, 
which she had found hanging from a peg in 
the downstairs bathroom. She stood in front of 
the closet and tried to choose from the array 
of clothes that Bob had packed for her. 

After an unusual amount of time, she de- 
cided on a pair of heavy silk slacks that were 
a rich chocolate color. The blouse she chose 
was long sleeved and the color of fire, its sen- 
suous texture and folds in stark contrast to its 
businesslike cut. 

Automatically Alana began to button up the 
blouse so the chain she always wore was con- 
cealed. Then she stopped, realizing that she no 
longer had to hide Rafe’s engagement gift. It 
no longer mattered if people asked her about 
the unusual design of the necklace. 

Jack was dead. 

She no longer had to conceal the fact that 
half of Country’s Perfect Couple wore another 
man’s gift in the vulnerable hollow of her 
throat. 

Alana smoothed the collar open. The elegant 
symbol of infinity shifted and gleamed with 
each movement of her head. She touched the 
symbol with her fingertip and felt another tiny 
bit of peace settling inside her, another step on 
the way to rebuilding her strength. 

For the first time since she had awakened in 
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the hospital, she began to believe that she not 
only would survive, but would be able to love 
again. 

Even if her nightmares were true. 

“Alana?” Rafe’s voice came from the bottom 
of the steep stairway. ‘’Are you ready?” 

“Almost,” she whispered, too softly for Rafe 
to hear. ‘’Almost.” 

She hurried downstairs, truly hungry for 
food for the first time since the six missing 
days. High-country air had a magical effect on 
her appetite. 

It was the same for everyone else. Even after 
a dinner of trout, potatoes, green beans, and 
biscuits, everyone found room for a piece of 
pie. 

Rafe sliced and served the warm apple pie 
to the accompaniment of good-natured com- 
plaints as to which person was or wasn’t get- 
ting the biggest piece. Bob and Stan swapped 
pieces with each other several times before 
Rafe gave in and put the last piece of pie be- 
tween them. 

Smiling, Rafe watched Alana as she ate the 
iast bite of the generous slice of pie he had cut 
for her. When she threw back her head and 
sighed that she was too full to move, he saw 
the gleam of gold in the hollow of her throat. 

With a callused fingertip, he traced the 
length of the chain and its elegant symbol. 

“You still wear this,” he said softly. 

“I’ve never taken it off since you gave it to 
me.” 

Rafe’s eyes were tawny in the late-afternoon 





FORGET ME NOT = 237 


light that was streaming through the window, 
tawny and very intent. 

“Not even after I sent back your letter?’’ he 
asked, searching her eyes. 

“Never. It was all I had left of you.” 

The back of Rafe’s finger caressed Alana’s 
throat. 

“I wish we were alone,” he whispered. “‘I 
would like very much to kiss you. Many times. 
Many places. Would you like that, wild- 
flower?” 

A suggestion of color bloomed beneath Ala- 
na’s skin. She smiled and smoothed her cheek 
against Rafe’s finger. 

“Yes,” she murmured. “I'd like that.” 

Then Alana looked across the table and saw 
Stan watching her closely, his eyes so blue 
they were almost black, his fair hair shimmer- 
ing in a shaft of sunlight that came through 
the cabin window and fell across his thick 
shoulders. Quickly she looked away, still un- 
able to accept Stan’s unnerving physical re- 
semblance to Jack Reeves. 

When Stan asked Rafe about a particular 
kind of dry fly, Alana turned to Janice and 
asked the first question that came to mind. 

“Somehow you aren’t what I’d expect a 
travel agent to be. How did you choose that 
career?”’ 

There was a sudden silence, then a deter- 
mined resumption of the casual conversation 
taking place around the women. 

Alana looked at Rafe suddenly, wondering 
if she had done something wrong. 
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Rafe ignored her, apparently caught up in 
his talk with Stan. 

“I’m sorry,” Alana said to Janice. ‘“Did I ask 
the wrong question?” 

Janice’s smile had a wry twist as she glanced 
sideways at Rafe. 

“I'd say you asked just the right one,” Janice 
said. 

Rafe looked up sharply but said nothing. 

‘IT used to be a psychiatrist,” Janice ex- 
plained. ‘After ten years, I burned out. So 
many problems. So few solutions.” 

Her voice was light but her eyes were nar- 
rowed against memories that still had the 
power to hurt her. 

Alana thought of what had happened to 
Rafe, to her, to Jack. So many problems. So few 
solutions. 

“So I became a special kind of travel agent,” 
Janice said. “I match people with the kind of 
vacation that will do the most for them.” 

“Solutions,”” said Alana. 

x BGs 

Alana wanted to ask more. Suddenly she 
was very curious about Janice’s past, about the 
pressures that had driven her to change ca- 
reers. 

And about Rafe, who had known Janice be- 
fore. 

“Would you like to hear about what hap- 
pened?” asked Janice. 

“If you don’t mind,” Alana said. 

Janice and Rafe exchanged a quick look. He 
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raised his dark eyebrows slightly, then 
shrugged. 

Janice turned back to Alana. 

“T used to work for the government, like 
Rafe,”” said Janice. 

Though she spoke quietly, at her first words 
Stan and Rafe’s conversation died. 

Stan gave Janice a hard look, then looked 
questioningly at Rafe. Rafe ignored him. Stan 
seemed about to speak when a gesture from 
Rafe cut him off. 

“Men and women who work under impos- 
sible conditions,” Janice said calmly, “often 
have trouble living with themselves. If some- 
thing goes wrong and people die, or if nothing 
goes wrong and people die anyway, the per- 
son in charge has to live with it.” 

Alana looked at Rafe. His eyes were 
hooded, unreadable. 

“The key words are in charge,” Janice said. 
“These are intelligent people who care about 
the world. They are the actors, not the audi- 
ence. They are in control of themselves and of 
life.’’ 

Janice smiled wryly and took a sip of her 
coffee. 

“At least,’ she added softly, ‘they think 
they’re in control. Then it all goes from sugar 
to shit and they’re left wondering what hit 
them. My job was to explain that it was reality 
that ran over them and left them flat.” 

Stan made a sound halfway between protest 
and laughter. When Janice looked at him, he 
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winked. The smile she gave him was both gen- 
tle and sensual. 

Alana sensed the nearly intangible currents 
of affection and respect that flowed between 
the two people. 

‘People come in all kinds,” Janice said, 
turning back to Alana, ‘but the ones I dealt 
with usually fell into three categories. The first 
was people who couldn’t cope with an unpre- 
dictable, unforgiving reality and simply fell 
apart.” 

Alana looked down at the bit of pie left on 
her plate and wondered if she was one of the 
ones who couldn’t cope. 

‘In the second category were the people 
who survived by stuffing down their feelings 
of inadequacy, bewilderment, and fear. These 
people did exactly what they had been trained 
to do and they did it magnificently.” 

Alana looked at Rafe. He was watching her. 
For an instant he put his fingertip on the 
golden symbol she wore around her neck. 

“The third category,” Janice said, ‘was 
made up of people who had so little imagi- 
nation or such great faith in ‘going by the 
book’ that they had the same untouchable se- 
renity that religion gives to some people.” 

“It must be nice,” Alana said. 

“T wouldn’t know,” Rafe answered. 

Janice picked up her coffee cup, sighed, and 
put it down again without tasting the dark 
brew. 

“People in the first category, the ones who 
couldn’t cope, didn’t last long as operatives,’’ 
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Janice said bluntly. ‘The third type, the ones 
who went by the book, did very poorly in the 
fluid world of fieldwork. We tended to put 
them in office positions as soon as they were 
discovered.” 

“And the second category?’”’ Alana asked 
Janice, but it was Rafe whom she watched. 

“Those in the second category did most of 
the work,” Janice said. ‘““They were the survi- 
vors, the people who got the job done no mat- 
ter what it cost them.” 

The brackets around Rafe’s mouth deep- 
ened. 

“Unfortunately,” Janice said, glancing 
quickly at Rafe, ‘‘sooner or later the survivors 
paid a high psychic price when they were con- 
fronted by the randomness of reality and the 
fact that Superman exists only in cartoons.” 

Alana touched the corner of Rafe’s mouth 
as lightly as he had touched her necklace. He 
turned and brushed a kiss over her fingertip. 

‘‘Real men bleed and make mistakes,” Jan- 
ice said softly. “If, once the crisis is past, the 
survivors can’t deal with their feelings of 
weakness, can’t accept that all any person can 
do is his or her best... well, then they begin 
to hate themselves. If they can’t accept the fact 
that they can be afraid, be hurt, even be bro- 
ken and still be damned fine, brave, effective 
human beings, then they tear themselves 
apart.” 

Alana’s hand trembled. Rafe caught it be- 
tween his own, kissed her palm, and released 
her. 
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‘‘My job was to help the survivors accept 
their own limitations, their humanity. I was 
supposed to help them accept themselves.” 
Janice stared out over the table, seeing some- 
thing from the past. ‘Because if they couldn’t 
accept their humanity, I lost them. I—lost— 
them.” 

Janice’s hand clenched into a fist, softly 
pounding the table with each word. 

Impulsively Alana put her hand over the 
other woman’s. 

“It wasn’t your fault,’ Alana said quickly. 
‘You couldn’t open up their hearts and make 
them believe in their own worth. All you 
could do was care, and you did.” 

Janice looked at Alana for a long moment. 
Then Janice’s lips shaped a sad smile. 

‘But when you love them, and you lose 
them,” Janice said, “it hurts like hell. After 
awhile there was one too many, and I quit.” 

Alana looked quickly at Rafe, wondering if 
he had been the “one too many”’ for Janice. 

“You did all anyone could,” Rafe said qui- 
etly, “and that was a lot more than most.” 

‘So did you.” Janice’s blue eyes measured 
Rafe. ‘‘Did you think that was enough?” 

“No,” he said, meeting her eyes without 
flinching, ‘“but I’m learning to live with it. Fi- 
nally.” 

Janice looked at Rafe for a long moment, 
then smiled gently. 

“Good for you, Rafe Winter,” she said. 
“Very good. It was a near thing, wasn’t it?” 

Janice turned and looked at Alana. 
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“The strongest ones,” Janice said quietly, 
“have the hardest time. They go the longest 
before they come up against human limita- 
tions. And then they blame themselves. They 
reach a state where they are, in effect, at war 
with themselves. Some survive even that. A lot 
don’t.” 

Alana looked at Rafe with dark, haunted 
eyes. The thought of how close she had come 
to losing him forever was like a knife turning 
in her soul. 

“For the strong ones,” Janice said, “it’s a 
case of the sooner they accept their own limi- 
tations, the better. There are very few ways to 
win a war with yourself, and a whole lot of 
ugly ways to lose.” 

There was silence. Then Janice set down her 
coffee cup and said briskly, “Enough of my 
past. Who’s going to catch the biggest fish to- 
night?” 

“T am,” Bob and Stan said at the same mo- 
ment. 

The two big men looked at each other, 
grinned, and began placing bets on the out- 
come. 

Rafe and Janice exchanged knowing glances 
and shook their heads. 

After Bob and the guests left, Alana stood 
and began to clear the table. Rafe immediately 
took the plates out of her hands. 

“You look too elegant to handle dirty 
dishes,”’ he said. ‘““Come sit in the kitchen and 
talk to me.” 

Alana looked at Rafe in disbelief. He was 
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wearing black wool slacks and a tailored black 
shirt made of a wool so fine it felt like silk. 
The supple fabric fit him like a shadow, out- 
lining the power of his arms and shoulders. 

“You look too elegant, too,’’ Alana said. 

She touched the black fabric where it pulled 
lightly across Rafe’s chest. The warmth of him 
radiated through the shirt to her hand, making 
her want to rub her palm against him, to curl 
up next to him like a cat by a fire. And then 
she wanted simply to hold him, to comfort 
him, to take away whatever hurt she could 
from his past. 

Alana had no doubt that Rafe was one of 
the very strong ones whom Janice had talked 
about, the ones who had the hardest time ac- 
cepting their own limitations. 

“What are you thinking?” Rafe asked, his 
voice deep, velvety. 

‘That you're one of the strong ones.” 

“So are you.” 

The thought startled Alana. She didn’t feel 
strong. She felt weak, useless, foolish, hiding 
from herself and reality behind a wall of am- 
nesia and irrational fears. 

Before she could protest, Rafe spoke, his 
voice quick and sure. 

“You are strong, Alana. You were only a 
child, yet you held your family together after 
your mother died. When you thought I was 
dead, you saw your best chance of emotional 
survival in a singing career, and you took it. 

‘“‘And when another crisis came, you fought 
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for life. You fought as bravely and fiercely as 
anyone ever has.” 

“Then why am I afraid?’”’ whispered Alana. 

“Because it wasn’t enough,” Rafe said 
grimly. ‘““You came flat up against the fact that 
Wonder Woman, like Superman, doesn’t exist 
in the real world.” 

“T didn’t think that I was Wonder Woman.” 

“Didn’t you? Who was the strongest Bur- 
dette, the one everyone came to when dreams 
and favorite puppies died? Your dad? No 
way. It was years before he was worth a damn 
after your mother’s death. As for Jack—’’ 

Alana’s mouth turned down in a sad, bitter 
smile. 

‘Jack was a user,” Rafe said, his voice 
clipped. “If it hadn’t been for your discipline, 
your intelligence, your sheer ability to take 
apart a song and put it back together in a new, 
vivid way, Jack would have been just another 
beer hall tenor.” 

“He had a fine voice.” 

“Only with you, Alana. He knew it better 
than you did. He used you to make the world 
more comfortable for himself. And he acted as 
though using you was his God-given right.” 

Alana closed her eyes, hearing her own un- 
wanted thoughts coming from Rafe’s lips. 

“T used him, too,’ she whispered. “I used 
him to survive after they told me you were 
dead.” 

“Were you the one who demanded mar- 
riage?”’ 


s? 
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Alana shook her head. “I just wanted to 

sing.” 
‘“‘That’s what Bob said. He remembered Jack 
hounding you and then finally telling you that 
if you wouldn’t marry him, he wouldn’t sing 
with you.” 

“Yes,’’ Alana whispered, her voice shaking. 

“Jack knew exactly what he wanted, and he 
knew how to get it. When it came to his own 
comforts, he was as selfish as any man I’ve 
ever known.” 

‘But he didn’t want me, not as a wife, not 
as a woman.” 

Rafe laughed harshly. 

“Wrong, Alana. You didn’t want him. He 
could have your singing talent, but he couldn’t 
have you. Easy street was more important to 
Jack than sex, so he accepted your conditions.” 

“Tl didn’t want him to want me,” Alana said. 

Her voice was strained, her eyes tightly 
closed, memories and nightmares turning. She 
shivered despite the warmth of the cabin, for 
she was feeling again the cold afternoon be- 
fore the storm, hearing fragments of words, 
Jack cursing, reaching for her. 

“TY think—” Alana’s voice broke, then came 
back so harshly that it sounded like a stran- 
ger’s. “I think Jack wanted me on Broken 
Mountain. I think we fought about it.” 

From the front porch came the sound of 
Stan’s laughter as he and Bob shouldered each 
other to see who would be first through the 
door. 
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Alana swayed alarmingly. Her eyes opened, 
black with memories and nightmare com- 
bined. 

“No,” she whispered. “Oh, God, no.” 
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A DIDN’T HEAR’ THE 


clatter of plates as Rafe put them on the table 
and stood close to her, not touching her, pre- 
pared to catch her if she fainted. 

Rafe was afraid she was going to do just 
that. Her skin was as pale and translucent as 
fine china. Her pupils were dilated to the point 
that only a small rim of brown remained. 

“Jack was laughing,” Alana whispered. 

Rafe’s eyelids flinched. He bit back the 
words he wanted to say, the futile cry that she 
shouldn’t remember. Not yet. Reality was bru- 
tal. 

And Alana looked so fragile. 

_ “The lake was ice cold and Jack was laugh- 
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ing at me,” she said. ‘All my clothes, my 
sleeping bag, me—soaked and so cold. He 
said I could sleep in his sleeping bag. For a 
price. He said he’d be glad to warm me up.” 

Rafe’s breath came in swiftly. 

Alana didn’t notice. She heard nothing but 
the past that haunted her. 

“At first, I didn’t believe him,’’ she said 
numbly. “Then I tried to ride out. He grabbed 
my braids and yanked me out of the saddle 
and kicked Sid until she bolted down the trail. 
He—he hit me. [ couldn’t get away. He 
wrapped my braids around his hand, holding 
me, and he hit me again and again.” 

Rafe’s expression changed, pulled by hatred 
into savage lines of rage, the face of a man 
who had once gone through a jungle hell like 
an avenging angel. 

Alana didn’t see. Her wide eyes were 
blinded by the past that she had hidden from 
herself, but not well enough. 

Not quite. 

“Then Stan tied me and dumped me on a 
rock ledge by the lake,” Alana said. ‘He said 
we wouldn’t go down the mountain until I 
changed my mind. ‘When we come down off 
this damned mountain, you're going to heel 
for me like a bird dog.’ And then he laughed 
and laughed.’ 

Rafe reached for Alana with hands that 
trembled, rage and love and helplessness com- 
bined. 

He couldn't touch her. 

“But Jack didn’t want me,’ Alana said in a 
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raw voice. ‘He just wanted to—to break me. 
I think he must have hated me.” 

Alana’s eyes closed slowly. She made an 
odd sound and covered her mouth with her 
hand. 

“Tt was so cold. The lake and the rock and 
the night. Cold.” 

The words were muffled, but Rafe heard 
them, felt them like blows. 

Helpless. 

In the silence of his mind, Rafe cursed the 
fact that Jack Reeves had died quickly, pain- 
lessly, a hundred feet of darkness and then the 
deadly impact of granite. 

Alana drew a deep, shuddering breath. 
When her eyes opened, they were focused on 
the present. She ran shaking fingers through 
her hair. Short hair. Hair that couldn’t be used 
as a weapon against her, chaining her. 

“That’s why I cut off my braids,’ Alana 
said, relief and pain mixed in her voice. ‘I’m 
not crazy after all.’”’ 

“No.” Rafe’s voice was soft and yet harsh 
with the effort of holding his emotions in 
check. ““You’re not crazy.” 

“Are you sure?” she asked, trying to smile. 
“Because I have a really crazy thing to ask 
you.” 

“Anything. Anything at all.” 

“Run your fingers through my hair. Take 
away the feel of Jack’s hands.” 

Rafe brought his hands up to Alana’s head, 
ready to retreat at the first sign of returning 
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fear. Gently he eased his fingers through her 
soft, short hair. 

Slowly closing her eyes, Alana concentrated 
on the sensation of Rafe’s strong fingers mov- 
ing through her hair. She tilted her head 
against his palms, increasing the pressure of 
his caresses. 

Chills of pleasure chased through her. 

“More,” she murmured. 

Rafe’s fingers slid deeper into the midnight 
silk of Alana’s hair, rubbing lightly over her 
scalp, caressing her. 

“Yes,’” she sighed. 

Alana moved against his hands, increasing 
the contact, deepening the intimacy, until the 
heat of Rafe’s hands surrounded her, taking 
away memories, warming her. 

When Alana opened her eyes, Rafe’s face 
was very close. His concentration on the inti- 
mate moment was as great as hers. So was his 
pleasure. By quarter inches he lowered his 
mouth to hers, waiting for the least sign of the 
fear that might come when she realized she 
was caught between his hands and his lips. 

Alana’s answer was a smile and a sigh as 
her lips parted, welcoming Rafe. He kissed her 
very gently, not wanting to frighten her. Her 
arms stole around his waist, held him. 

“You feel so good,’ Alana whispered 
against Rafe’s lips. “So warm, so alive. And 
you want me. Not to break, but to cherish.” 

She kissed him slowly, savoring the heat of 
him, shaping herself to him, absorbing him 
like a flower absorbing sunlight. 
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“So warm,” she murmured. 

Rafe felt Alana’s breasts press against him 
as her arms tightened around him. Hunger 
swept through him, a fierce surge of fire. 

“Very warm,” he agreed, smiling, nibbling 
on the corner of her mouth. 

One of Rafe’s hands slid from Alana’s hair 
to her shoulder, then to her ribs. Instead of 
retreating, she moved closer. Her scent and 
sweetness made the breath stop in Rafe’s 
throat. 

Slowly he moved his hand away from the 
soft temptation of Alana’s breast. With light 
touches he ran his right hand over her back, 
enjoying the resilience of her body. His left 
hand rubbed through her hair, then stroked 
her neck. 

Finally, slowly, he moved his left hand to 
her back until he held her loosely in his arms. 

“I’m not frightening you, am I?” Rafe asked 
huskily. 

Alana shook her head and burrowed closer 
to him. 

“IT love your warmth, Rafael. When I’m close 
to you like this, I can’t even imagine ever be- 
ing cold again.” 

The front door slammed open. 

“Hey, sis, where did I put the—oops, 
sorry!’”’ 

Rafe glanced up over Alana’s black cap of 
hair. 

Stan, who had followed Bob inside, gave 
Rafe a long, enigmatic look. 


254 ELIZABETH LOWELL 
‘Lose something?”’ asked Rafe mildly, keep- 


ing his arms around Alana. 

‘My net,” admitted Bob. “I had it when I 
came in for dinner, but I can’t find it.” 

“Last time I saw your net,” Rafe said, “‘it 
was leaning against the back door of the 
lodge.”’ 

“Thanks.” 

Bob walked quickly around the dining room 
table and out the back door. When he realized 
Stan wasn’t following, Bob called back over 
his shoulder to the other man. 

“Come on, Stan. Don’t you know a losing 
cause when you see one?” 

The instant Alana realized that Bob wasn’t 
alone, she stiffened and turned to face the liv- 
ing room. 

Stan was walking toward her. 

Quickly Alana spun around, holding on to 
Rafe’s arms as though he were all that stood 
between her and a long, deadly fall. 

“Stan,” Rafe said. 

Rafe’s voice was quiet, yet commanding. 

Stan paused, waiting. 

“The trout are rising,’ Rafe said. “Why 
don’t you try that dark moth I tied for you? 
The one we both agreed on.” 

‘You sure it will get the job done?” Stan 
asked sardonically. ‘“You have to be real care- 
ful with trout. If they get away, they’re even 
harder to lure the next time.” 

‘What I’ve made matches the environment 
almost perfectly,” Rafe said, choosing each 
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word with care. ‘That, and patience, will get 
the job done. Ask Janice.” 

Stan paused, then nodded. 

“Tl do that, Winter. I’ll do just that.” 

Without another word, Stan brushed past 
Rafe and Alana. In a few seconds, the back 
door banged shut. 

“Two bulls in a china shop,” Rafe muttered, 
resting his cheek against Alana’s hair. 

Alana shifted in Rafe’s embrace. Immedi- 
ately he loosened his arms. She moved closer, 
kissed him, and stepped back. 

“I’m going to change clothes and then do 
the dishes,’”” she said. ““You should get into 
fishing clothes and help Stan win his bet with 
Bob.” 

“I'd rather stay here. With you.” 

“T’m all right, Rafe. Really. Stan startled me. 
He looks so damn much like Jack.”’ 

“Are you afraid that Stan is going to pick 
you up and throw you in the lake?’ asked 
Rafe, his voice easy, casual. 

Alana stood very still for an instant before 
she slowly shook her head. 

“No. I don’t think...” 

Her voice died and her eyes were very dark. 
She said nothing more. 

“What is it?’”” asked Rafe softly, coaxingly. 

“YT don’t think that was the worst of it,” she 
said starkly. 

“Alana,” he whispered. 

She stepped away from Rafe. 

“T need to think,” Alana said, “but when 
you’re near, all I can think about is how good 
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you feel, how patient you are with me, how 
much I want to reach back four years and 
touch love again. Touch you.” 

She took a breath and let it out slowly. ‘‘T’ll 
catch up with you at sunset, when it’s too dark 
to fish.” 

‘“That’s two hours from now,’ protested 
Rafe. ‘““You won’t even know where Stan and 
I will be.” 

“Sound carries in this country. And Stan has 
the kind of voice that carries, period. I'll find 
you.” 

“We'll be fishing just below the cascade,” 
Rafe said. “If you don’t show up before sun- 
set, I’m going to stuff Stan into his own net 
and come looking for you.” Then, softly, he 
said, ‘I wanted to fish with you tonight.” 

“Oh, no,” Alana said, shaking her head. “I 
can hear your fly line whimpering for mercy 
right now.” 

Rafe’s smile flashed, softening the hard lines 
of his face. 

“But,” Alana added, running her fingertips 
across his mustache, ‘I’d love to watch you 
fish. You please me, Rafael Winter. You please 
me all the way to my soul.” 

Then Alana turned and slipped from Rafe’s 
arms. Hungrily he watched her walk across 
the living room to the loft stairs. His skin tin- 
gled where she had touched him, her scent 
was still sweet in his nostrils, and he wanted 
her so much that he hurt. 

Abruptly Rafe turned away and went to the 
downstairs bedroom. With quick motions he 
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changed into his fishing clothes. Then he let 
himself out of the cabin quietly, knowing if he 
saw Alana again, he wouldn't leave her. 

Alana changed into jeans and a sweater and 
had the kitchen cleaned long before sunset. 
Her mind was working as swiftly as her 
hands. She reviewed what she remembered 
about the six missing days, and what she 
didn’t. 

She remembered parts of the ride up the 
trail with Jack. Then the first night... 

Was it the first night when Jack and I 
fought? Alana asked herself silently. 

Frowning, she stacked wood in the stove for 
the morning fire. 

Three days in the hospital, of which she re- 
membered only one. That left three days un- 
accounted for. 

No, two. 

We must have spent one day traveling to 
Wyoming and one night at the ranch house, 
Alana thought. So it must have been the first 
night on Broken Mountain, up by the lake, 
when Jack threw me and my clothes and my 
sleeping bag into the lake. 

Alana’s body tightened as she remembered 
what had followed. Jack had slapped her all 
but senseless when she had tried to run from 
him. That was the night she had spent curled 
over herself on a piece of granite, shivering. 

That’s why I’m so cold in my nightmares, 
Alana realized. Memory and nightmare com- 
bined. 

She let out a long breath, feeling better 
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about herself. Not all of her fears were irra- 
tional. 

But then, why does the sound of a storm 
terrify me? Alana asked herself. 

The wind hadn't been blowing that night. It 
hadn’t been storming. No lightning. No 
ground-shaking thunder. Alana was certain of 
it. If that night had been the ice-tipped storm 
of her nightmare, she would have died of ex- 
posure before morning. 

Yet wind and thunder and ice were a vivid, 
terrifying part of Alana’s nightmares. 

“The storm must have come the second 
night on Broken Mountain,’”’ Alana whispered, 
needing more than the cabin’s silence to com- 
fort her. ‘The night I fell.” 

The night Jack died. 

“Why did Jack untie me? Did I give in, go 
to him?” 

The sound of her own questions made 
Alana shudder. She wasn’t certain she wanted 
to know if she had traded her self-respect for 
a dry sleeping bag and cold sex with Jack. 
Prostitution, in a word. 

Alana waited, listening to her own silences, 
sensing her body’s response to her thoughts. 

Nothing changed. No nightmare closing 
around. No fear. No sense of connection with 
hidden reality. 

“All right,” Alana said tightly. ‘It’s proba- 
bly not that. Did Jack get too drunk to be pa- 
tient? Did he untie me, rape me, beat me?” 

Once more, Alana waited, forgetting to 
breathe, anticipating the return of nightmare 
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as her waking thoughts closed in on the truth. 

Once more, nothing came. 

When Alana remembered Jack hitting her, 
her stomach turned over and her breath came 
shallowly. 

When she thought of submitting to him, 
there was ...nothing. When she thought of 
being raped, there was ... nothing. No fear, no 
desire to scream, no sickness rising in her 
throat, no chill, no hammering heart or cold 
sweat. None of the physiological signals that 
had warned her in the past when she was ap- 
proaching the truth. 

If the truth could even be approached. 

Abruptly Alana pulled off her apron and 
went to find Rafe, unable to bear any more 
questions, any more answers, any more fear 
and silence. 

The path to the lake was overgrown, clearly 
showing the bruised grass that marked the 
passage of at least two people. Alana walked 
quickly, barely noticing the crimson cloud 
streamers stretched across the sky. Nor did she 
see the deep amethyst mountain slopes 
crowned by luminous ramparts of stone, nor 
the fragrant shadows flowing out of the forest 
around her. 

The path approached the lake at an angle in 
order to avoid an area that was a bog in the 
early summer and an uneven, rough meadow 
in the fall. Winding through the trees, yielding 
only occasional glimpses of the water, the path 
kept to the forest until the last possible mo- 
ment. 
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Alana heard Rafe and Stan before she could 
see them. At least, she heard Stan, his voice 
pitched to carry above the exuberant thunder 
of the cascade. She could only assume he was 
talking to Rafe. 

Then Stan’s voice came clearly and Alana 
was certain. He was talking to Rafe. 

‘No, you listen to me for a change, Captain 
Winter, sir,’ Stan said sardonically. “I’ve got 
a nasty mind for situations like this. I was 
trained to have a nasty mind.” 

There was a pause, but whatever Rafe re- 
plied was lost in the sound of the cascade. 
Alana hesitated, then continued toward the 
lake, screened by spruce and aspen. 

“Try this scenario on for size,’ Stan said. 
‘‘There’s a woman you’ve wanted for years. 
Another man’s woman. It grinds on you real 
hard. So the woman you want and the man 
you hate come up here for a little camping 
trip.” 

Alana froze in place, suddenly cold. 

She didn’t want to hear any more, but she 
couldn’t move. 

“You wait around, see your chance, and 
chuck good old Jack over the nearest cliff,’”’ 
continued Stan. “Then you go to collect the 
spoils.” 

‘“... half-assed pop psychol...” Rafe’s 
voice wove in and out of the cascade’s throaty 
rumble. 

Stan’s voice was as clear as thunder. 

“But she’s not used to that kind of vio- 
lence,’”’ Stan said. ‘She runs away. She spends 
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a night in the open, cold and exposed. And 
then she just shuts it all out, forgets.” 

“... leave the thinking to people with...” 

“Her amnesia leaves you with a real prob- 
lem,”’ Stan said, ignoring the interruption. “‘If 
she remembers, it doesn’t matter whose friend 
the sheriff is. Your ass is in a sling.” 

Alana took a ragged breath and continued 
down the trail. She stumbled like a sleep- 
walker, using her hands to push herself away 
from the rough trunks of the trees that seemed 
to grow perversely in front of her feet, as 
though to hold her back. 

“,..crock of...” Rafe’s voice faded in and 
out of the cascade’s thunder. 

“I’m not finished,” cut in Stan, his voice 
very clear, carrying like a brass bell across the 
evening. ““You can save yourself by marrying 
her. She won’t go telling tales on her own hus- 
band.” 

“Jesus, you’ve been reading too many tab- 
loids.” 

“Maybe. From what Bob tells me, good old 
Jack wasn’t much of a loss to this world, so 
it’s not like Alana is going to spend a year 
mourning the son of a bitch. Besides, it’s plain 
enough that she likes you.” 

“You noticed,”’ Rafe said sarcastically. 

“You've got a little problem, though. If she 
remembers before you marry her, you’re up 
shit creek without a paddle.” 

“Then why am I helping...” 

Alana leaned forward, straining to hear all 
of Rafe’s words. She couldn’t. Unlike Stan, 
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Rafe’s voice became softer, not louder with an- 
er. 
° Rafe was furious. 

“Are you really helping her to remember?” 
retorted Stan. ‘“Then why in hell won’t you let 
me off the leash?” 

«(a arater 

‘Janice would do a marine crawl through 
hot coals for you, Winter, and you damn well 
know it!” 

PGS 7 Seine Gory 3% 

Alana left the trees behind and began walk- 
ing over the rocks and logs that were between 
her and the lake. Each step brought her closer 
to the men. 

Closer to their words. 

“And I’m supposed to just shut up and go 
along with the program,” shot back Stan. 

“Hell of an idea, hotshot!” 

“Maybe, and maybe not. That’s a damned 
good woman you’re hunting, Winter. I’m not 
real sure she wants to be caught. I think she 
should remember first. That’s the only way her 
choice will have any meaning. That’s the best 
chance she has of surviving.” 

“Is that what Janice thinks?’’ Rafe asked. 

Alana was less than fifty feet away, close 
enough to hear Rafe clearly. He and Stan were 
facing one another. If the men noticed her 
slow progress toward them, they made no 
sign. 

“I’m not sure Janice is able to think straight 
where you're involved,” said Stan. 
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Alana stopped, held by the stark pain in 
Stan’s voice. 

‘“There’s nothing between me and Janice,” 
Rafe said. ‘“There never was.” 

Stan hesitated, then made an odd gesture, 
turning his hands palms up as though to ac- 
cept or hold something. 

“I'd like to believe that. I really would.” 

“Believe it,’ Rafe said. 

“Hell, it doesn’t matter right now. It 
wouldn’t matter at all, except that I don’t want 
Alana trapped because Janice allowed emotion 
to louse up her judgment.” 

“She hasn’t.” 

“If it all goes to hell,” Stan said, “I don’t 
want Janice blaming herself. She’s been 
through enough of that on your account. But 
that doesn’t matter, either. Not up here. It’s 
just like the bad old days. All that matters is 
the mission.” 

“Then quit screwing it up.” 

“You’ve got two more days,” Stan said 
flatly. “If your way doesn’t work by then, I'll 
try mine.” 

When Rafe spoke, the suppressed violence 
in his voice curled and cracked like a whip, 
making Stan flinch. 

“If you do anything that hurts Alana,” Rafe 
said, ‘‘you’ll go back down Broken Mountain 
the same way Jack Reeves did—in a green 
plastic bag. Do you read me, corporal?” 

“I’m not a corporal anymore. And you’re 
not a captain.” 

Stan turned slightly. 
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For a moment Alana thought he had spotted 
her, for she was directly in his line of sight. 

Suddenly Stan made a swift feint toward 
Rafe. At the first hint of movement, Rafe 
swiftly assumed a fighting stance. Legs 
slightly bent, hands held slightly apart at chest 
level, he waited for Stan to move again. 

“You're as fast as ever,” Stan said, some- 
thing close to admiration in his voice. 

Stan moved again very quickly, his big 
hands reaching for the other man. Rafe 
stepped into the attack, pivoted smoothly, and 
let Stan slide by, not touching him except for 
the hand that closed around Stan’s wrist. 

With fluid grace, Rafe twisted Stan’s arm 
and brought it up behind his back, applying 
pressure until Stan was on his knees. Stan’s 
blond hair shimmered palely in the twilight as 
Rafe bent down, his face a mask of cold rage. 

“No!” 

Rafe’s head snapped around at Alana’s 
scream. When he saw the frightened, hunted 
look on her face, he released Stan and started 
toward her. 

‘““Alana!”’ Rafe said. 

Alana spun away from him and ran back 
into the forest. 

Rafe started after her, then realized that 
chasing her would only increase her fear. With 
a soundless snarl, he turned on Stan, who had 
made no move to get to his feet. 

‘You knew she was there, didn’t you?” Rafe 
demanded. 

Stan nodded and smiled grimly. 
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“I saw her out of the corner of my eye,” he 
agreed. ‘“’That’s why I jumped you. Think it 
reminded her of something, old buddy?” 

rset up.” 

Rafe’s voice was soft and deadly. 

“So you can take me apart?’’ Stan asked, 
smiling oddly. “No way, Winter. I’ve seen 
what you can do when you’re mad. I think I'll 
just sit out this dance.” 

“And I think,” Rafe said, spacing each word 
carefully, showing how much his control cost, 
“that if you don’t get out of my sight, I'll take 


you apart anyway.” 


+o 
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IND FLEXED AND FLOWED 


around the lodge, bringing with it the sound 
of laughter. After the laughter came words 
without meaning, wind, more laughter. 

Alana rolled over in bed, tangling in the 
covers for the tenth time and wishing that ev- 
eryone would enjoy the poker game with a lit- 
tle less enthusiasm. 

She wondered if Rafe was with the happy 
card players. Then she remembered his fury at 
Stan. She doubted that Rafe was in the last 
cabin, laughing and drawing cards. 

Stan’s accusations turned and prowled in- 
side Alana’s mind like the wind. She wanted 
to reject them out of hand, completely, yet 
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they kept finding weaknesses in her resolve, 
cracks in her wall of refusal, little doubts cling- 
ing like tentacles. 

From the moment Alana saw Rafe at the air- 
port, she had been certain that he still loved 
her. It wasn’t a thoughtful conclusion; it was 
instinct, pure and simple and very, very deep. 
Yet assuming that Rafe loved her was ground- 
less, even ridiculous. 

He had believed she was happily married 
six weeks after his ‘“death” had been reported. 
A year ago he had returned her letter un- 
opened. Before yesterday, nothing had hap- 
pened to make him believe any differently. 

Before yesterday, Rafe must have hated her. 

Then why did he pressure Bob to get me 
home? Alana asked silently. Why has Rafe 
been so very gentle, so understanding, from 
the moment he met me at the airport? 

No answer came but that of the wind 
blowing over mountains and forest and cabin 
alike. 

Did something happen on Broken Moun- 
tain? Alana wondered. Something that I can’t 
remember, something that made Rafe believe 
my marriage to Jack was a desperate sham 
from the beginning? 

The wind curled and shook the cabin like a 
powerful, transparent cat. 

A chill condensed in Alana. She pulled the 
covers closer and rolled over again, seeking 
the comfort that had never come to her since 
Broken Mountain. 

Yet no matter where she turned, she kept 
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hearing Stan’s voice, Stan’s accusations. 

They horrified her. 

Is the truth that brutal? Alana cried silently. 
Did Rafe pursue me to save himself? 

Was Jack’s death less than accidental? 

Is that why Rafe refused to tell me what 
happened on Broken Mountain? 

Waves of coldness swept over Alana, rough- 
ening her skin. She lay very still, curled 
around herself, shivering despite the blankets 
heaped on top of her. 

Alana knew that Rafe was capable of deadly 
violence. He had been trained for it, was 
skilled in it, had lived with it for most of his 
adult life. But she couldn't believe that he was 
capable of such sly deception, that he would 
coolly plan to murder Jack and then seduce 
and marry her in order to ensure her silence. 

That didn’t sound like the Rafe she had 
known, the Rafe she had loved. 

The Rafe she still loved. 

If Stan had accused Jack of such vicious lies, 
Alana would have been sickened—but she 
would have believed. 

Jack had been a totally selfish man. Jack had 
been capable of smiling lies and chilling cru- 
elties, whatever it took to bend the world to 
his comfort. 

Jack had been capable of cold-blooded mur- 
der. 

Alana’s stomach moved uneasily. Cold 
sweat broke out over her body. Suddenly she 
couldn’t bear the clammy sheets and slack, 
heavy blankets any longer. She needed the 
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lively warmth and flickering companionship 
of a fire. 

She sat up in bed and groped for her house- 
coat. All she found was the thick robe she had 
borrowed from the downstairs bathroom. Im- 
patiently she pulled on the indigo robe, letting 
the sleeves trail down over her knuckles. The 
hem was long enough to brush the tops of her 
toes. 

Groping along the wall, Alana worked her 
way down the inky darkness of the stairway. 
The living room was empty, without light. The 
fireplace ashes were as cold and pale as the 
moon. 

Rafe hadn’t been in the lodge at all tonight. 
He hadn’t seen or spoken to Alana since she 
had run from him through the forest. After her 
irrational panic had passed, she had waited for 
Rafe by the trail. 

He hadn’t come. 

Finally, when the moon had risen in pale 
brilliance over Broken Mountain, Alana had 
given up and gone inside, shivering with cold 
and loneliness. 

She struck a wooden match on the fireplace 
stone. Using its flickering light, she peered 
into the wood box. There was a handful of kin- 
dling and a few small chunks of stove wood. 
Not enough to warm the hearth, much less 
her. 

With a dispirited curse, Alana let the top of 
the wood box fall back into place. She turned 
to go back to bed, then froze. 

A subtle sound drifted through the cabin, a 
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distant keening that floated on the shifting 
mountain wind. 

The strange, bittersweet music held Alana 
motionless, aching to hear more. She held her 
breath, listening with an intensity that made 
her tremble. 

Music curled around her lightly, tantalizing 
her at a threshold just below memory, music 
curving across the night like a fly line, length- 
ening in grace and beauty with each surge of 
energy, each magic, rhythmic pulse. 

Blindly Alana felt her way through the 
lodge to the front door, lured by the elusive 
music. She opened the door, shut it silently 
behind her, and held her breath, listening and 
looking. 

There was laughter tumbled by wind, bright 
squares of light glowing from the cabin at the 
end of the row. Silhouettes dark against one 
curtained window, wordless movements of 
hands and arms, more laughter. 

But no music. 

It wasn’t somebody’s transistor radio or 
tape player that had slid through Alana’s de- 
fenses, calling to her in a language older and 
more potent than words. 

Yet there was nowhere else the music could 
be coming from. Of the three cabins that 
stretched out east of the lodge, only one was 
glowing with light, only one was brimming 
with laughter when people won or lost small 
bets. The two other cabins were empty, as 
black as night itself. Blacker, for the cabins had 
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neither moon nor stars to light their interior 
darkness. 

The wind stirred, blowing across the back of 
Alana’s neck, teasing her ears with half- 
remembered, half-imagined music. Slowly she 
turned, facing west. 

The fourth cabin was several hundred feet 
away, wrapped in forest and darkness, not re- 
ally part of the fishing camp. No light gleamed 
from the cabin in welcome, no_ laughter 
swirled, no sense of brimming life came to her. 

And then the music called to Alana, an ir- 
resistible lure drawing her closer with each 
note. 

She stood and listened for a moment more, 
her heart beating hard, her blood rushing so 
quickly that it overwhelmed the mixed mur- 
mur of music and wind. 

Without stopping to think, she stepped off 
the porch onto the overgrown path to the 
fourth cabin. Pine needles and sharp stones 
smarted against her bare feet, but she noticed 
them only at a distance. The small hurts meant 
nothing, for she had recognized the source of 
the music. 

Rafe. 

Rafe and his harmonica, mournful chords 
lamenting love and loss. 

It was Alana’s own song curling toward her 
across the night, drifting down on the seam- 
less black surface of her despair, music shim- 
mering with emotion. Once she had sung this 
song with Rafe. Once they had looked into 
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each other’s eyes and shared sad songs of 
death and broken dreams. 

And they had smiled, certain of the power 
and endurance of their own love. 


I heard a lark this morning 
Singing in the field. 

I heard a lark this morning 
Singing wild. 


I didn't know 

You had gone away. 

I didn't know 

Love had gone to yesterday. 


I heard a lark this morning 
Singing wild. 
T heard a lark this morning 
Singing free. 


Maybe tomorrow I'll know. 
Maybe tomorrow you'll tell me 
Why the lark sang. 

And maybe yesterday 

Never came. 


I heard a lark this morning 
Singing in the field. 

I heard a lark this morning 
Singing free. 

It did not sing for me. 


The music Alana had once picked out on her 
guitar now came back to her in haunting 
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chords sung by Rafe’s harmonica. The words 
she had written ached in her throat and 
burned behind her eyes. 

Thick terry cloth folds wrapped around her 
legs, slowing her. She picked up the hem of 
the robe and began to run toward the cabin, 
not feeling the rough path or the tears running 
down her face, drawn by her music. 

By Rafe. 

The cabin stood alone in a small clearing. 
There was no flicker of candlelight, no yellow 
shine of kerosene lamps, nothing but moon- 
light pouring through the cabin windows in a 
soundless fall of silver radiance. Sad harmo- 
nies shivered through the clearing, shadows of 
despair braiding through the pale brilliance of 
moonlight. 

Slowly, like a sigh, the song changed into 
silence. The last transparent notes of music 
were carried away on a cold swirl of wind. 

Alana stood at the edge of the clearing, 
transfixed by music, aching with silence. Only 
her face was visible, a ghostly oval above the 
textured darkness of her robe and the sliding 
black shadows of evergreens flexing beneath 
the wind. 

She hesitated, feeling the wind and tears 
cold on her cheeks. Then the mournful chords 
began all over, sorrow coming back again, un- 
changed. 


I heard a lark this morning... 


Alana couldn’t bear to stand alone in the 
haunted, wind-filled forest and listen to her 
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yearning song played by the only man she had 
ever loved. 

Slowly she walked across the clearing, see- 
ing only tears and moonlight, hearing only 
song and sorrow. She went up the cabin steps 
like a ghost, soundless, wrapped in darkness. 
The front door stood open, for there was nei- 
ther warmth nor light to keep inside. 

The cabin had only one room. Rafe was 
stretched out on the bed that doubled as a 
couch during the day. Only his face and hands 
were visible, lighter shades of darkness 
against the overwhelming night inside the 
cabin. 

Silently, without hesitation, Alana crossed 
the room. She didn’t know if Rafe sensed her 
presence. He made no move toward her, nei- 
ther gesture nor words nor silence. He simply 
poured himself into the harmonica, music 
twisting through her, chords of desolation 
shaking her. 

Alana knelt by the bed, trying to see Rafe’s 
face, his eyes. She could see only the. pale 
shimmer of moonlight, for the sad strains of 
music had blinded her with tears. 


I heard a lark this morning 
Singing wild. 


With each familiar chord, each aching har- 
mony of note with note, Alana felt the past 
Sliding away, nightmare draining into song 
until she knew only music and no fear at all. 

Swaying slightly, her body lost to the music, 
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Alana’s mind slowly succumbed to emotions 
that were as wary and elusive as trout shim- 
mering deep within a river pool. She didn’t 
know how many times the song ended and 
began, notes curling and curving across her in- 
ner darkness, music drifting down, floating, 
calling her, luring her up from the dark depths 
of her own mind. 

Alana knew only that at some point she be- 
gan to sing. At first her song was wordless, a 
supple blending of her voice with the harmon- 
ica’s smooth chords, clear harmonies woven 
between instrument and singer. The melody 
line passed between them, changed by one 
and then the other, renewed and renewing 
each other by turns. 

And then, like a wild lark, Alana’s voice 
flew free. 

It soared and turned on invisible currents, 
swept up emotions and transmuted them into 
pouring song, a beauty so transparent, so flaw- 
less, that a shiver of awe rippled through Rafe. 
For an instant the harmonica hesitated. Then 
he gave himself to the music as completely as 
Alana had, pursuing the brilliant clarity of her 
voice, soaring with it, sharing her ecstatic 
flight out of darkness, touching the sun. 

Finally there was nothing left of the song 
but the last note shimmering in the darkness, 
sliding into moonlight and the soft whisper of 
the wind. 

Alana put her head in her hands and wept 
soundlessly. Rafe stroked her hair slowly, gent- 
ly, until her lips turned into his palm and he 
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felt her tears slide between his fingers. With 
careful hands, he eased Alana onto the bed be- 
side him, murmuring her name, feeling her 
shiver as she came close to him. Her hands 
were cool when she touched his face, and she 
shivered again. 

Rafe shifted until he could free the sleeping 
bag he had been lying on. He unzipped it and 
spread smooth folds of warmth over her. 
When he started to get out of bed, she made 
a sound of protest and sat up. He kissed her 
cold hands. 

“Lie still,’ he said. ‘‘I’ll start a fire.”’ 

But first Rafe closed the cabin door, shutting 
out the wind. He moved swiftly in the dark- 
ness, not bothered by the lack of light. 

There was a muted rustle of paper and kin- 
dling, then the muffled thump of cured wood 
being stacked in the fireplace. A match flared 
in the darkness. 

Alana blinked and held her breath, shiver- 
ing again. Rafe’s face looked like a primitive 
mask cast in pure gold, and his eyes were in- 
candescent topaz beneath the dense midnight 
of his hair. For long moments he and the fire 
watched one another, two entities made of 
heat and potent light. 

With the silence and grace of a flame, Rafe 
turned toward Alana, sensing her eyes watch- 
ing him. He stood and came toward her, his 
expression concealed by shadow. 

The bed shifted beneath his weight as he sat 
and looked at her face illuminated by the glid- 
ing dance of flames. Her eyes were both dark 
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and brilliant, her skin was flushed, and her 
lips were curved around a smile. Reflected fire 
turned and ran through her hair in liquid rib- 
bons of light. 

“You are even more beautiful than your 
song,’ whispered Rafe. 

His fingertip traced Alana’s mouth and then 
the slender hand that rested on top of the 
sleeping bag. He took her hand and rubbed it 
gently between his palms. 

“You're cold,”” Rafe said. ‘“‘How long were 
you outside?”’ 

Alana tried to remember how long she had 
stood in the clearing, but all that seemed real 
to her now was Rafe’s heat flowing into her as 
he touched her. 

“T don’t know,” she said. 

Silently Rafe rubbed Alana’s hand until it no 
longer felt cool to his touch. When his fingers 
went up her arm, he encountered the heavy 
cloth of the robe she wore. He made a startled 
sound, then laughed softly. 

“So that’s where it went,” said Rafe. 

“What?” 

‘My bathrobe.” 

‘“Yours?’”” asked Alana, surprised. “‘] 
thought it was Bob’s. The sleeves come down 
over my knuckles and the hem drags on my 
toes and—”’ 

‘“_!’m such a shrimp,” finished Rafe, smil- 
ing. 

“Rafael Winter,’ Alana said, exasperation 
and laughter competing in her voice, “you're 
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more than six feet tall and must weigh at least 
a hundred and seventy pounds.” 

“Closer to one-ninety.” 

In startled reappraisal, Alana looked at the 
width of Rafe’s shoulders, outlined by fire- 
light. 

em hose are hardly the dimensions of a 
shrimp,” she pointed out. 

“I know. You’re the one who keeps thinking 
that my clothes belong to Bob.” 

Rafe’s weight shifted, sending a quiver 
through the bed. Alana’s breath caught as she 
sensed him coming closer. 

“You're such a tiny thing,” he said. “‘T’ll bet 
you got the hem all muddy. Unless you’re 
wearing high-heeled slippers?” 

“No. Twice.” 

Rafe looked at Alana. A smile made firelight 
glide and gleam over his mustache. 

“Twice?” he asked. 

“T’m five feet five. Not a tiny thing at all. 
And I’m barefoot.” 

‘“Barefoot?”’ 

All amusement was gone from Rafe’s voice. 
He moved to the end of the bed and pulled 
aside the sleeping bag until he could see Ala- 
na’s feet. 

“There’s glass on the path from here to the 
main cabin,’”’ Rafe said. ‘“Not to mention sharp 
rocks and roots.” 

He hissed a curse as he saw thin, dark lines 
of blood on Alana’s feet. 

“You cut yourself,” he said flatly. 

Alana wiggled her toes. She tucked her feet 
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up beneath the warm sleeping bag. 

‘Little scratches, that’s all,” she said. 

Rafe got up, went to the stove, and tested 
the water in the kettle. He had intended to 
make coffee, but when he found the harmon- 
ica on the kitchen shelf, he had forgotten about 
everything else. 

Although the fire in the stove had long since 
died, the water was still warm. He poured 
some into a basin, took a bar of soap from the 
sink, and searched for a clean cloth. When he 
found one, he returned to Alana. 

“Give me your feet,” he said. 

‘“They’re fine.’’ 

Rafe flipped back a corner of the sleeping 
bag, captured one of her feet, and began wash- 
ing the abrasions with warm water. He sat 
sideways on the end of the bed, resting her 
ankle on his thigh. 

“Rafe,” Alana protested, squirming slightly. 

“Rafe what? Am I hurting you?” 

“No,” she said softly. 

“Tickling you?” 

Alana shook her head, watching Rafe as he 
washed her feet and rinsed them carefully. 
Then he examined the cuts with very gentle 
touches, making sure that all the dirt was out. 

“Hurt?” he asked. 

“No.” 

“I don’t have any antiseptic in this cabin.” 

‘“T don’t need it.”’ 

“Yes, you do,” countered Rafe in a firm 
voice. ‘‘Dr. Gene made a big point about how 
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run-down you were, fair game for any bug 
that came along.” 

“Dr. Gene is wrong.” 

Rafe grunted, then smiled crookedly. 

“T take it back,” he said. “I do have some 
antiseptic here, after a fashion.” 

Alana watched while Rafe took rag, soap, 
and basin back to the tiny corner kitchen. He 
opened a cupboard and pulled out a fifth of 
Scotch. He knelt by the end of the bed, one of 
her feet in his hand. 

“T’ll bet it stings,’ she said. 

“Bet you're right. Bet that next time you go 
walking you'll remember to wear shoes, ten- 
derfoot.”’ 

Using the tip of his finger, Rafe applied 
whiskey to the first cut. Alana’s breath came 
in sharply. He blew across the cut, taking 
away some of the sting. Then he went to work 
on the next scrape, applying Scotch, blowing 
quickly, his eyes and the whiskey glowing 
gold in the firelight. 

When Alana’s breath hissed out over the 
last cut, Rafe’s fingers tightened on her foot. 

“Why am I always hurting you?” he asked. 

Pain turned in his voice, tightening it into a 
groan. He bent his head until he could kiss the 
delicate arch of Alana’s foot. His lips lingered 
on her skin in silent apology for having caused 
her pain, no matter how necessary it might 
have been. 

One hand cradled the arch of her foot, 
warming her, while the other hand stroked 
from the smooth skin at the top of her foot to 
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the graceful curve of her ankle. He caressed her 
warmly, hands and mouth moving over her, 
savoring the heady mixture of Scotch and 
her sweet skin. 

‘“Rafael,’”” cried Alana softly. 

Her toes flexed and curled against his palm 
with an involuntary sensual response. 

Rafe’s whole body tightened as he fought a 
short, savage battle with himself for control. 
With an invisible shiver of rebellion, his hands 
obeyed the commands of his mind. 

Swiftly he put Alana’s feet under the sleep- 
ing bag and tucked it around her. 
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Without answering, he stood and went to 
the fire. Using swift, abrupt motions, he added 
wood to the fireplace until the flames rushed 
upward into the night with a sound like wind. 
Only then did he turn from the savage leap of 
flames to face Alana. 

“Warm enough?” he asked neutrally. 

“No.” 

She shivered slightly, watching Rafe with 
dark eyes, wondering why he looked so hard, 
sO angry. 

He crossed the room in three strides, 
grabbed the daybed, and pulled it closer to the 
fire with an ease that shocked Alana. Because 
he was so gentle with her, she kept on forget- 
ting how powerful he really was. 

Rafe turned away from Alana and watched 
the fire with eyes that also burned. 

“‘How’s that?”’ he asked. ‘Better?’ 

“Not as warm as your hands felt,” Alana 
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said softly. ‘“‘Not nearly so warm as your 
mouth.” 

Rafe spun toward her as though she had 
struck him. 

“Don’t,” he said, his voice harsh. 

Alana’s eyes widened. Then her eyelashes 
swept down, concealing her confusion and 
pain. But nothing concealed the change in her 
mouth from smiling softness to thin line, hap- 
piness flattened by a single word. 

Rafe saw and knew that he had hurt Alana 
once again. He swore silently with a savagery 
that would have shaken her if she had been 
able to hear him. | 

“Y’m sorry,’ Alana whispered. “I thought—” 

Her voice broke. She made a helpless ges- 
ture, then slid out from beneath the sleeping 
bag and stood up, pulling the robe tightly 
around her. His robe. 

‘I thought you wanted me,” she said. 

“That’s the problem. I want you so much | 
get hard just looking at you. I want you so 
much that I don’t trust myself to be petted and 
then to let you go. I want you—too much.” 

The gesture Rafe made was as curt as his 
voice. 

“A thousand times I’ve dreamed of having 
you in my arms,” he said, “of loving you, 
touching you, tasting you, and then burying 
myself in your softness, feeling you loving me 
deep inside your body until nothing is real but 
the two of us and then there is only one real- 
iy. Us.”’ 
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Alana made a breathless sound that could 
have been Rafe’s name. His words had 
washed over her in a torrent of desire so con- 
suming that she could barely breathe. 

Rafe looked away from her to the fire raging 
in the hearth. 

“I’ve dreamed too often, too much,” he said 

bluntly. ‘““You’d better go, wildflower. Go 
now.” 
Instead, Alana sank back onto the bed, for 
her legs felt too weak to support her. She 
thought of Rafe holding her, her body helpless 
beneath his strength as he became a part of 
her, and then she waited for the fear to come, 
freezing her. 

Fire came instead, freeing her. 

Slowly Alana stood. She walked soundlessly 
across the short distance separating her from 
Rafe. He stood with his back to her, his neck 
corded with tension. 

When her arms slid around his waist, his 
whole body stiffened. 

‘I’m yours, Rafael,’” she said softly. 
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Prise FELT THE TREMOR 
that went through Rafe at her words. Then she 
felt the slide and flex of powerful muscles as 
he turned in her arms and looked down into 
her eyes. Watching her, waiting for the least 
sign of withdrawal, of fear, he closed his arms 
gently around her. 

Rafe’s arms tightened slowly, HeUaeAb ly, 
drawing her against his body. He gathered her 
close and held her with the power and hunger 
that he had fought so long to conceal from her. 

Alana tilted back her head and watched 
Rafe through half-closed eyes. Her lips parted, 
hungry for his kiss. 

With a muffled groan, Rafe bent his head 


285 


286 ELIZABETH LOWELL 


and took what she offered, searching the soft- 
ness of her mouth with hard, hungry move- 
ments of his tongue. The force of his kiss bent 
her back over his arm, but she didn’t protest. 

Instead, she clung to him with fierce joy, 
giving herself to his strength. She sensed that 
he was testing her, trying to discover if she 
would freeze, trying to find out while he could 
still stop himself and let her go. 

Rafe shifted Alana in his embrace, holding 
her head in the crook of one arm and bringing 
her hips against him with the other. She an- 
swered with a soft moan and a supple move- 
ment of her body that sent whips of fire 
flicking over him. 

Despite the passion and power of Rafe’s em- 
brace, he was careful not to lift Alana off her 
feet. He didn’t want to test either of them to 
that extent, for he suddenly knew that he 
couldn’t let her go. 

He had dreamed of Alana too long, and this 
was too much like his dreams, cabin and fire- 
light and her sweet, passionate abandon in his 
arms. 

“You aren’t afraid,’’ Rafe murmured against 
Alana’s lips, pleading and urging and asking 
at the same time. 

“I’m not afraid of you.” 

Slowly Alana turned her head from side to 
side, rubbing her moist lips over Rafe’s, sa- 
voring the heat and life of him. 

“You were never the one I feared,’’ she 
whispered. 

Alana felt one of Rafe’s strong hands slide 
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up to her neck, felt gentle fingers trace the 
gold chain he had given to her, felt the slight 
roughness of his fingertip resting on the rapid 
pulse beating beneath her soft skin. She sighed 
and softened against him even more. 

His head moved and his lips slid down Ala- 
na’s neck until his tongue touched her pulse 
so delicately that he could count her rapid 
heartbeats. Then his hand shifted, sliding in- 
side her robe until the firm curve of her breast 
fit into his hand and her heartbeat accelerated 
wildly. 

“Yes,” Rafe said hoarsely. ‘This is my 
dream. Your response, your hunger, the way 
your nipple rises against my palm, wanting 
my touch.” 

Alana’s body curved against Rafe, enjoying 
the hard muscles of his thighs, the heat of him 
as he moved against her, the texture of his 
flannel shirt beneath her palms. With a small 
sound, she slid her hands up to his head and 
buried her fingers in his hair. 

“Winter mink,” she said, sighing. ‘Thick 
and soft and silky.” 

She flexed her fingers sensually, shivering as 
Rafe arched against the caress, his whole body 
tightening against her, stroking her. 

“I'd like to feel you all over me,’ Alana 
said. “All of you. All of me.” 

“You're going to,” Rafe promised. 

He bit her neck in a caress that was neither 
wholly gentle nor wholly wild. 

“Every bit of you,” he said deeply. “Every 
bit of me.” 
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Yet even as Rafe spoke, his embrace gentled. 
The certainty that Alana wasn’t going to run 
away brought a greater measure of control 
back to him. He no longer felt driven to steal 
what he could before she became afraid. 

Alana wasn’t retreating from his strength. 
She was coming closer to him with every 
breath, every heartbeat, every touch. 

Rafe untied the heavy robe with slow mo- 
tions. Then he took it from Alana with hands 
that cherished the pleasure of the moment and 
the woman who turned to him, smiling. 

When Rafe dropped the robe onto the bed, 
the indigo cloth shimmered invitingly in the 
firelight. He didn’t notice. He saw only Alana 
and the soft, floor-length nightgown that was 
the color of a forest at dusk. 

Tiny, flat, silver buttons flickered, reflecting 
the dance of flames. The silver flashes tempted 
Rafe’s finger to trace the shining circles from 
Alana’s throat to her thighs. His hand lingered 
on the buttons, gently kneading the slight, re- 
silient curve of her stomach before continuing 
down. 

When he stroked the soft mound at the apex 
of her thighs, her breath rushed out. He 
stroked more deeply, shaping the thin gown 
to Alana’s hidden curves, cupping her in his 
palm. She moaned and her fingernails dug 
into his shoulders. 

Rafe laughed softly, triumph and hunger 
combined. And then he groaned as Alana’s 
satin heat reached out to him, spilling over 
him like sunrise. 
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“You tempt me without mercy,” he said, his 
voice deep. 

“Look who’s talking,” Alana said shakily. 

Slowly Rafe retreated, tracing once again the 
line of tiny buttons until it stopped just below 
the hollow of Alana’s throat. His fingers 
moved over the first button, trying to open it. 

But the button was very small, very stub- 
born, and his hand was less than steady, for 
every breath he took was infused with the el- 
emental perfume of Alana’s desire. 

“This nightgown would try the patience of 
a saint,’ Rafe muttered, amusement and pas- 
sion mixed equally in his voice. 

Alana bent her head to brush her lips across 
Rafe’s fingers. Her teeth closed delicately on 
his knuckle. Her tongue slid between his fin- 
gers, caressing the sensitive skin. 

“You're not helping,” he said. 

“The neckline is wide enough that I don’t 
bother with the buttons.” 

“But I’ve dreamed so many times of un- 
dressing you slowly, so slowly...” 

When Alana looked up, Rafe was smiling 
and very serious. The heat of his eyes made 
her feel deliciously weak. 

“I’m going to enjoy each button, Alana. 
Each new bit of you revealed. And when I’m 
done, I’m going to look at you wearing noth- 
ing but firelight.” 

The shimmering promise in:Rafe’s eyes sent 
an answering fire through Alana. 

“TI won't even touch you at first,” he said, 
brushing the back of his fingers lightly across 
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Alana’s soft lips. “T’ll just look at you and re- 
member all the times I could see you only in 
my dreams. I’ve dreamed of that, too, a dream 
within a dream.” 

Alana trembled, caressed as much by Rafe’s 
words as she was by his hands. 

Rafe saw her shiver, felt the warm rush of 
her breath against his fingers. He moved both 
hands to the line of buttons, but he became 
distracted when Alana’s breasts brushed 
against the sensitive skin of his inner wrist. 

It felt so good that Rafe couldn’t resist mov- 
ing his wrists lightly against her soft, firm 
curves. Alana’s breasts changed as he stroked 
her, until her nipples stood boldly against the 
tantalizing softness of her nightgown. 

Rafe bent his head and caressed the tip of 
one breast with his teeth. The response that 
shivered through Alana made him want to 
groan with pleasure and raw need combined. 
He wanted to part her soft thighs and feel the 
silky heat of her welcome washing over him. 
He wanted that until he was shaking with his 
hunger. 

But he wanted the dream, too. He wanted 
that even more. 

Reluctantly Rafe’s hands returned to the 
tiny buttons. One by one he unfastened them 
until Alana’s skin glowed between dark green 
folds of cloth. She watched with eyes that also 
glowed, and her breath made soft, tearing 
sounds in the hushed darkness. 

Rafe kissed the satin warmth of Alana’s 
skin, following the yielding line of buttons 
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with his mouth. Slowly, sensuously, his 
tongue slid down her body, following the but- 
tons that melted away, unveiling her for his 
caresses. In a silence that shivered with pos- 
sibilities, he tasted the heat and sweetness of 
his dream. 

He paused to cherish one breast, then the 
other, caressing her with teeth and tongue un- 
til Alana moaned and her fingers tangled help- 
lessly in his hair. Only then did he continue 
down, his hands less steady, his breathing 
quicker, the taste and feel of her consuming 
him while passion pooled heavily, urgently, 
between his thighs. 

With a swift, supple motion Rafe knelt in 
front of Alana, his fingers moving over the re- 
maining buttons until they were all undone. 
Gently he tugged at the cloth. Soft folds clung 
to each feminine curve for breathtaking mo- 
ments. Finally, reluctantly, the gown slid to 
the floor, yielding the secrets of Alana’s body. 

For the space of several breaths, Rafe simply 
looked at Alana. Her skin was flushed by fire- 
light and passion. Her breasts rose smoothly 
and their tips glistened from the caresses of his 
mouth. The rich contrast of her dark nipples 
against her glowing skin held his eyes for a 
long moment, and then he looked at the 
tempting midnight gleam of hair below her 
narrow waist. 

When the tip of Rafe’s tongue teased Ala- 
na’s navel and his hands found the taut swell 
of her hips, she swayed even closer to him, 
calling his name. He closed his eyes, letting 
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the sound and scent and feel of Alana sink into 
him, healing and inflaming him at the same 
instant. 

He had dreamed of this so many times, of 
touching her until she was too weak to stand 
and then carrying her to the bed, caressing her 
softness intimately until she cried aloud her 
need for him. 

But now Rafe was afraid to lift Alana, to 
carry her. He was afraid he would shatter both 
dream and reality with a single incautious act. 

Rafe brushed his mouth across Alana’s 
stomach, savored again the sweetness of her 
breasts, taut and flushed with heat, beneath 
his hands. Dream and reality fused into a pas- 
sion that raged at the restraint he imposed on 
himself. 

Quickly he came to his feet, ignoring the 
hammer blows of desire in his blood, the tal- 
ons of need raking him until he could count 
his heartbeat in the hardened flesh between his 
legs. With impatient hands he pulled off his 
own clothing and threw it aside. 

At the sound of Alana’s swiftly drawn 
breath, Rafe turned toward her, suddenly 
afraid that she would flinch from the blunt, 
heavy reality of his desire. 

And then Rafe stood motionless but for the 
tremors of hunger ripping through him, a 
hunger that increased with each instant. Alana 
was looking at him the same way he had 
looked at her, raw yearning and hunger and 
tenderness combined. Her eyes reflected fire as 
she touched him with hands that shook, want- 
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ing him with a force that made her whole 
body tremble like an aspen in the wind. 

Alana’s fingers went from Rafe’s shoulders 
to his thighs in a single, shivering caress that 
almost destroyed his control. For an instant he 
let her fingertips trace the hard outline of his 
desire and count the heavy beats of his blood. 
Then he caught her hands between his own. 

“No,” said Rafe hoarsely. 

“But—” 

“If you touch me again, I'll lose control. This 
time, let me touch you. Next time you can 
tease me until I go crazy, but not this time. 
This time is too much like my dreams. This 
time it’s all I can do not to pull you down and 
take you right here on the cabin floor.” 

Alana closed her eyes, knowing if she 
looked at Rafe right now she would have to 
touch him. With a graceful motion she turned 
away and stretched out on the daybed. Only 
then did she open her eyes and look at the 
man standing beside the bed, Rafe with fire- 
light licking over his powerful body, molten 
gold pooling in his eyes, the most beautiful 
thing she had ever seen. When she spoke, her 
voice was a soft, husky song. 

“Then come dream with me, Rafael.” 

He came down onto the bed and gathered 
Alana into his arms in one continuous move- 
ment. He held her as though he expected 
something to wrench her from his embrace, 
ending the dream, leaving him to awaken 
hungry and despairing, the past repeating it- 
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self endlessly, dream sliding into waking 
nightmare. 

Alana felt Rafe’s mouth demand hers, felt 
his arms close powerfully around her, felt the 
bruising male strength of his body, the hard- 
ness and the hunger of him; and she returned 
the embrace, holding on to him with every bit 
of her strength. 

After a long time, Rafe drew a deep, shud- 
dering breath and released her. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you,” he 
said, kissing Alana gently, repeatedly, tasting 
her with each word, unable to stay away from 
her for more than a second at a time. 

“You didn’t hurt me.” 

Rafe touched Alana gently. His hand trem- 
bled as it moved from her temple to her lips. 
Eyes closed, she twisted blindly beneath him, 
seeking to hold him again, to feel the heat and 
power of his body against hers, sliding within 
her, moving with her. 

With a throttled groan, Rafe trapped Alana’s 
restless hands. He kissed her palms, bit her 
fingertips and the flesh at the base of her 
thumb, sucked lightly on her wrist and the in- 
side of her arm. She moved against his loving 
restraint, wanting more than his inciting, teas- 
ing caresses. 

Rafe laughed softly and watched Alana with 
smoky golden eyes. He stroked her body al- 
most soothingly, and when he spoke his voice 
was deep, husky with memory and desire. 

“At first,’ he said, “after they tortured me, 
I dreamed only of revenge. Blood and death 
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and the devil's laughter. But later...” 

Rafe’s head bent until he could touch the tip 
of Alana’s breast with his tongue. 

“Later, hatred wasn’t enough to keep me 
alive,” he said. “‘It was for some men, but not 
for me. That’s when I began to dream of you, 
deep dreams, dreaming all the way to the bot- 
tom of my mind, dreaming with everything in 
me.’ 

Rafe’s teeth closed lightly, tugged, then he 
took Alana’s nipple into his mouth and cher- 
ished her with changing pressures of his 
tongue until she cried his name and her love 
again and again. 

“Yes,” he whispered, smoothing his mus- 
tache across her taut nipple until she shivered, 
“Tl heard you calling for me when I wanted to 
die, calling for me and crying...and so I 
lived, and I dreamed.” 

The words came to Alana like another kind 
of caress sinking into her soul, Rafe’s voice 
dreaming of her while his hands and mouth 
moved slowly over her, memorizing her as she 
burned beneath his touch. 

Strong fingers stroked down her stomach, 
her thighs, sensitizing her skin until her breath 
came in raggedly. When his cheek slid up 
from her thigh and ruffled the blackness of her 
hair, she moaned his name. His hands 
smoothed the curve of her legs, pressing gent- 
ly, asking silently. Her legs shifted beneath 
his touch, giving him another measure of his 
dream. 

When Rafe felt the waiting heat and need of 
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Alana, his hand shook. She was even softer 
than his dreams, hotter, more welcoming. His 
fingers slid over her, cherishing and parting 
her in the same loving caress. 

Alana tried to say Rafe’s name, but she 
could only moan while he caressed her deeply, 
telling her of his dream and her beauty as she 
moved sinuously, helplessly, clinging to his 
touch. 

When his mouth brushed over her, tasting 
and teasing her, she gave up trying to speak, 
to think. She cried for him with each ragged 
breath, each melting instant, fire spreading in 
rhythmic waves through her body. 

Rafe moved over Alana slowly, covering her 
body with his own, sliding into her, filling her, 
and she came apart beneath him. Motionless, 
rigid, he listened to the song of her ecstasy, 
better than his dreams, wilder, hotter, sweeter. 

And then Rafe could hold back no longer. 
He moved within Alana’s melting heat, sliding 
slowly, fiercely, then more quickly. She called 
his name huskily, tightened around him, hold- 
ing him with all her strength. 

They moved together, wound tightly 
around one another, sharing each heartbeat, 
each rhythmic melting of pleasure, until nei- 
ther one could bear any more. Rafe cried out 
and gave himself to Alana even as she gave 
herself to him and to the incandescent ecstasy 
they had created. 

Finally they knew the shimmering silence 
and peace that followed such a complete shar- 


ing. 





FORGET ME NOT =. 297 


It was a long time before Alana stirred lan- 
guidly and looked up at Rafe. He was watch- 
ing her with smoky amber eyes that 
remembered every touch, every cry, every mo- 
ment, everything. 

She smiled and smoothed his mustache with 
fingers that still trembled. . 

“T love you, Rafael Winter.” 

Rafe gathered Alana against his body a little 
fiercely, like a man hardly able to believe that 
he wasn’t dreaming. 

“And I love you, Alana. You’re a part of me, 
all the way to my soul.” 

He kissed her eyelids and her cheeks and 
the corners of her smiling lips, and he felt the 
kisses returned as quickly as they were given. 

“As soon as we get off the mountain,” Rafe 
said, ‘we'll be married. On second thought, 
the hell with waiting. I’ll get on the radio and 
have Mitch fly in a justice of the peace.” 

Rafe felt the change in Alana, tension re- 
placing the relaxed pressure of her body 
against his. He lifted his head and looked into 
her dark, troubled eyes. 

“What is it, wildflower? Your singing ca- 
reer? You can live with me and write songs, 
can’t you? And if you want to do concert 
tours, we'll do concert tours.” 

Alana opened her mouth. Words didn’t 
come. But tears did, closing her throat. 

“I'd like to have kids, though,” Rafe added, 
smiling. ‘‘Boys as clumsy as me and girls as 
graceful as you. But there’s no rush. You can 
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do whatever you want, so long as you marry 
me. I can’t let you go again.” 

“Rafael, my love.’”’ Alana’s voice broke and 
tears spilled over her long eyelashes. “‘I can’t 
marry you yet.” 

“Why?” 

Rafe looked at Alana’s dark eyes. Where 
passion had recently burned, there were only 
shadows now. 

‘Because Jack has been dead only a 
month?” Rafe asked bluntly. “The marriage 
was a mistake. A pretend mourning period 
would be a farce.” 

‘Jack has nothing to do with it.” 

“Then—” 

Alana touched Rafe’s lips with gentle fin- 
gertips, silencing him. 

“IT want to be the woman who gives you 
children,” she said softly. “I want to live with 
you and love you all the way to death and 
beyond, because I can’t imagine ever being 
without you again.” 

Rafe took Alana’s hand and kissed her palm 
with lips that clung and lingered over her skin. 
He began to gather her gently into his arms, 
then stopped. 

She was still speaking softly, relentlessly. 

“But I can’t marry you until I can trust my- 
self not to shatter into a thousand pieces with 
every thunderstorm,’ Alana said. “I can’t 
marry you until the sight of a big, blond 
stranger doesn’t send me into a panic. I can’t 
marry you until I can come to you whole, con- 
fident of myself, of my sanity.” 
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Alana felt Rafe’s retreat in the withdrawal 
of his hand, saw it in the narrowing of his eyes 
and the expressionless mask that replaced a 
face that had been alive with love for her. 

“Until you remember what happened on 
Broken Mountain?” asked Rafe, his voice neu- 
tral. 

‘Yes. Before I marry you, I have to be able 
to trust myself,’ she said, pleading with him 
to understand. 

“Trust yourself—or me?” retorted Rafe. 

The amber eyes that measured Alana were 
remote, as cool as his voice, showing nothing 
of the pain that his words cost him. 

“I trust you more than I trust myself,” 
Alana said. 

Her voice was urgent, almost ragged, and 
her eyes searched Rafe’s face anxiously. 

“Then trust me to know what's best for us,’”’ 
he said. ‘Marry me.” 

Alana shook her head helplessly, wondering 
how she could make Rafe understand. 

“So much for trust,” said Rafe, his voice 
clipped. 

“T trust you!” 

“Yeah. Sure.” He said something savage be- 
neath his breath. ‘Well, at least I know how 
long you were standing by the cascade today. 
Long enough to hear Stan. Long enough to be- 
lieve him. Long enough to kill a dream.” 

“No!” Alana said quickly. “I don’t believe 
Stan. You aren’t like that. You couldn’t kill 
Jack like that!”’ 

Rafe’s laugh was a harsh, nearly brutal 
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sound that tore at Alana almost as much as it 
tore at him. With a vicious curse, he rolled off 
the bed and began pulling on his clothes. 

When Rafe snatched up his shirt, the har- 
monica fell out of the pocket onto the floor. 
Firelight ran over the instrument’s polished 
silver surface, making it shine. 

He scooped up the harmonica, looked at it 
for a long moment, then tossed it casually onto 
the bed. 

“Rafe?” 

‘Take it. Souvenir of a dream,” Rafe said 
roughly, kicking into his boots. “I won't need 
it anymore. Any of it.” 

Alana picked up the harmonica, not under- 
standing, not knowing what to say, afraid to 
say anything at all. 

But when Rafe pulled open the cabin door 
and started to walk into the night, Alana came 
off the bed in a rush and threw her arms 
around him, preventing him from leaving. 

‘Rafe, I love you,’’ she said against the coiled 
muscles of his back, holding on to him with 
all her strength. 

‘Maybe you do. Maybe that’s why you for- 
got.” 

Rafe started to move away, but Alana’s 
arms tightened, refusing to let him go. 

The pain that had come with her refusal to 
marry him raged against Rafe’s control, de- 
manding release. He jerked free of Alana’s 
arms and spun around to face her, his pain 
naked in his expression—and his anger. Yet 
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when he spoke, his voice was so controlled, it 
lacked all inflection. 

“Tl tried to be what you wanted, wildflower. 
I tried everything I could think of to lure you 
out of your isolation. I reassured you in every 
way I could. And it wasn’t enough.” 

Rafe’s voice roughened with each word, 
sliding out from his control. To see Alana in 
front of him right now, so lovely, so unattain- 
able, to lose her all over again... 

Rafe made a harsh sound and closed his 
eyes so that he wouldn’t touch her, hold her, 
stir desperately among the ashes of impossible 
dreams. 

“No matter how carefully I constructed my 
lures, you didn’t want them enough to trust 
me,” he said. “Finally, I even tried music. I 
hadn't played the harmonica since the day I 
found out you were married. I had played it 
too often for you, loving you with music the 
way I never could with words. After you mar- 
ried Jack, even the thought of touching that 
harmonica made me blind with rage.” 

“Rafael,” Alana began, but he talked over 
her. 

“Music had always been irresistible to you. 
So I picked up that beautiful, cruel harmonica 
and I called to you with it.” 

Tears trembled in Alana’s eyelashes. “Yes.” 

“And you came to me.” 

“Yes.” 

“You sang with me.” 

“It was the first—”’ 
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But Rafe was still talking, and his eyes were 
as haunted by pain as his voice. 

“You made love with me more incredibly 
than in my dreams,” he said. ‘But it wasn’t 
enough to make you trust me. Nothing will be 
enough for you.” 

‘“That’s not true!” 

“What's true is that you may never remem- 
ber what happened on Broken Mountain. And 
even if you do—”’ 

Rafe shrugged and said nothing more. 

Tears and firelight washed gold down Ala- 
na’s cheeks. Her hands reached for him. 

“No,” Rafe said gently. 

He stepped away, out of reach of her slen- 
der hands. 

‘‘T once said my hooks were barbless, Alana. 
I meant it. I can’t bear hurting you anymore. 
You're free.” 


Frozen in disbelief, Alana watched as Rafe © 


turned and walked away from her, Rafe pass- 
ing from silver moonlight into dense ebony 
shadows, Rafe moving as powerfully as the 
wind, leaving her alone with the echoes of her 
pain. 

And his. 

“Rafael... .1" 

Nothing answered, not even an echo riding 
on the wind. 


SAF 17 


FE. A LONG TIME ALANA 
stood in the cabin doorway, staring into 
moonlight and darkness, unaware of the cold 
wind blowing over her naked skin. Finally, the 
convulsive shivering of her body brought 
Alana out of her daze. 

She closed the door and stumbled back into 
the cabin. With shaking hands she pulled on 
her nightgown, but her fingers were too numb 
to cope with all the tiny, mocking buttons. She 
kept remembering Rafe’s long fingers unfas- 
tening the buttons one by one as his mouth 
caressed her body with fire and love. 

With a choked sound, Alana grabbed Rafe’s 
heavy robe. The harmonica tumbled free of the 
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indigo folds and fell gleaming to the floor. She 
hesitated, looking at the firelight caressing the 
harmonica’s chased silver surface. 

Then she bent and picked up the instrument 
and put it deep in the robe’s soft pocket. She 
pulled the robe tightly around her and sat at 
the edge of the broad granite hearth, staring 
into the hypnotic dance of flames. 

But all her eyes saw was the darkness that 
came after fire was lost. 

Eventually dawn came. Alana realized she 
was cold. The rock hearth she sat on was cold. 
She ached from the chill of unforgiving stone. 

Cold. 

Stone. 

Darkness. 

Heart hammering, Alana tried to move but 
could not. She was chained by stiffness and 
memories summoned by the icy touch of gran- 
ite. 

“Rafe—” 

Alana’s voice was hoarse, as though she had 
spent the night calling futilely for help that 
never came. 

But not last night. 

She had called all through the darkness 
nearly four weeks ago, when she had spent the 
night on the rock ledge by the lake. She hadn’t 
called to Jack that night. She remembered 
now. 

She had called to Rafe, crying his name 
again and again, cries that had come from 
deep inside her, from the love for him that was 
as much a part of her as her own soul. 
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Jack had laughed. 

Cold. Helpless. A prisoner tied to stone. 

It was devastating to be so helpless, to know 
that beyond the tiny, icy circle constricting her, 
there was a world of heat and sunlight and 
laughter and love. 

And none of those things could reach her. 


Cold. 
Ice raining down. Darkness and wind lifting her, 
tearing her from... 


“No!” said Alana fiercely, denying her 
nightmare. ““There’s no ice here. I’m in a cabin. 
I’m not tied by that lake. I’m not waiting help- 
lessly for Jack to come and either free me or 
maul me. I’m not a tiny, shivering aspen leaf 
at the mercy of cold winds. I’m Alana. I’m a 
human being.” 

Her body shivered convulsively, repeated- 
ly. 
“Get up,” Alana whispered hoarsely to her- 
self. “Get up!” 

Slowly, stiffly, she pulled herself to her feet. 
She moved awkwardly toward the cabin door. 
When she finally managed to open it, she saw 
that a new day was pouring down the stone 
ramparts in a thick tide of crimson light. 

Alana stared up at Broken Mountain’s ru- 
ined peak, rocks shattered and tumbled, cliffs 
and miniature cirques sculpted by winters 
without end. 

She climbed down the cabin’s steps to the 
clearing. Her feet were too cold to feel the im- 
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pact of sharp stones. She hurried to the main 
lodge, wanting only to get dressed before Bob 
got up and saw her and asked questions that 
she had no way to answer and no desire to 
hear. 

Stumbling in her haste, Alana went up the 
lodge’s steps. For an instant she was paralyzed 
by the thought that Rafe might be inside, that 
she would run to him and he would turn away 
from her again, leaving her freezing and alone. 

A nightmare. 

No, worse than that, for in Alana’s night- 
mares Rafe didn’t turn away from her, he 
came to her and— 

Alana froze in the act of opening the door. 

Rafe. In her nightmares. Like Jack. 

Shaking, suddenly clammy, dizzy, Alana 
leaned against the closed door, wondering if it 
was memory or nightmare or a terrible com- 
bination of both that was breaking over her, 
drenching her in cold sweat. 

Rafe had been on Broken Mountain. 

He had told her as much. He had told her 
that with the horror she had buried beneath a 
black pool of amnesia, there was an instant of 
beauty when she had turned to him. 

Did Rafe teli me that only to help me re- 
member? Alana asked silently. Did he use the 
promise of beauty like a single, perfect lure 
drifting down onto the blank surface of my 
amnesia, luring me beyond its dark, safe 
depths? 

Alana waited for memory or nightmare to 
come and answer her questions, freeing her. 
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Nothing came but the too-fast beating of her 
heart, blood rushing in her ears like a water- 
aoe 


Ice and darkness and falling, she was falling to 
the death that waited below! 


With a hoarse cry, Alana wrenched herself 
out of nightmare. She opened the lodge door 
and hurried up the loft’s narrow stairway. She 
pulled on clothes at random, caring only for 
warmth. 

The fiery orange of Alana’s sweater height- 
ened the translucent pallor of her face and the 
darkness below her eyes. She rubbed her 
cheeks fiercely, trying to bring color to her 
face. 

It didn’t help. Her eyes were still too dark, 
too wide, almost feverish in their intensity. 
She looked brittle and more than a little wild, 
as though she would fly apart at a word or a 
touch. 

Abruptly Alana decided that she would find 
Rafe. She would find him and then she would 
demand that he tell her what he knew. 

“To hell with what Dr. Gene said about 
what would or would not help me remem- 
ber,” Alana whispered savagely. ‘’To hell with 
what everyone else thinks is good for me. I 
have to know.”’ 

No matter how horrible the truth, it could 
be no worse than what Alana was enduring 
now ... Rafe turning away from her, sliding 
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into night, nothing answering her cry, not 
even an echo. 

Alana heard someone in the kitchen. She 
went down the stairs quickly, determination in 
every line of her body. She would confront 
Rafe now. She was through running, hiding, 
feeling screams and memories clawing at her 
throat. 

But Rafe wasn’t in the kitchen. 

‘Morning, sis,” Bob said as she walked in. 

His back was to her as he finished filling the 
coffeepot with water, but he had recognized 
her step. 

‘‘You’re late, but so are the rest of us,’” Bob 
said. ‘Poker game didn’t break up until after 
three.” 

Still talking, he turned toward her as he set 
the coffeepot on the hot stove. 

‘Janice is the luckiest—my God, Alana! 
What's wrong?”’ | 

‘Nothing that coffee won’t cure,” she said, 
controlling her voice carefully. 

Bob crossed the room in two long strides. 
He reached for Alana before he remembered 
Rafe’s very explicit instructions about touch- 
ing her. 

‘I’m going to see if you’re running a fever,” 
said Bob, slowly raising his hand to her fore- 
head. 

“Tm not.” 

Alana didn’t step away from her brother’s 
touch. Nor did she flinch. Finally she could see 
him clearly, no nightmare to cloud her eyes. 
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Bob’s big palm pressed against Alana’s fore- 
head with surprising gentleness. 

“You're cold,” he said, startled by the cool- 
ness of her skin. 

“Right. Not a bit of fever.’” Alana’s voice 
was as clipped as the smile she gave her 
brother. ‘‘Have you seen Rafe?’ 

Bob’s dark eyes narrowed. “’He left.” 

Lett?" 

“He told me he’d gotten a holler on the ra- 
dio from the ranch. Something needed his at- 
tention right away. Said he’d radio us as soon 
as he got home.” 

“How long?” 

“It’s a long ride to his ranch house, even on 
that spotted mountain horse of his. Tonight, 
probably.” 

“When did he leave?” 

“About an hour ago. Why?” 

“No reason,’ Alana said, her voice as dry 
and tight as her throat. “Just curious.” 

“Did something happen between you two? 
Rafe looked as rocky as you do.” 

Alana laughed strangely. 

“Did you know that Rafe was on the moun- 
tain four weeks ago?” she asked. 

Bob gave her an odd look. 

“Rafe was on Broken Mountain when Jack 
died,’”’ Alana said fiercely. 

“Of course he was. How did you think you 
got off the mountain after you were hurt?” 

“What?” whispered Alana. 

“C’mon, sis.”” Bob smiled despite his worry. 
“Even you can’t walk down three miles of icy 
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mountain switchbacks on a badly wrenched 
ankle. The storm spooked all the horses, so 
Rafe carried you out on his back. If he hadn't, 
you'd have died up there, same as Jack did.” 

“Tl don’t remember,” Alana said. 

“Of course not. You were out of your head 
with shock. Hell, I'll bet you don’t even re- 
member Sheriff Mitchell landing on the lake 
and flying you out of here in the middle of a 
storm. Mitch told me it was the fanciest piece 
of flying he’d ever done, too.” 

‘I don’t remember!” 

Bob smiled and patted Alana’s shoulder 
gently. 

“Don’t fret about it, sis. Nobody expects you 
to remember anything about the rescue. When 
I got to the hospital, you didn’t even recognize 
me." 

‘“I—don’t—" 

‘Remember,’ Bob finished dryly. ““Hypo- 
thermia does that to you. Turns your brain to 
suet every time. Remember when we went af- 
ter that crazy rock climber way up on the 
mountain? By the time we found him, he had 
less sense than a chicken. He did fine after we 
thawed him out, though.” 

Alana looked at Bob’s very dark eyes, eyes 
like the night, only brighter, warmer. 

Eyes like her own before she had forgotten. 

But Bob remembered and she didn’t. Even 
when he told her, she could hardly believe 
what she was hearing. It was like reading 
about something in the newspaper. Distant. 
Not quite real. 
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Rafe had carried her down Broken Moun- 
tain. 

She didn’t remember. 

No wonder Rafe hadn’t told her what had 
happened. Telling her would do no good. Be- 
ing told wasn’t the same as remembering, as 
knowing. 

Rafe had saved Alana’s life, and she didn’t 
even know it. He had carried her down a 
treacherous trail, ice and darkness all around, 
risked his own life for her. 

And to her it was as though it had never 
happened. 

“Rafe waited for you to remember after you 
ran out of the hospital,” Bob said. 

“T didn’t. Remember.” 

She hadn’t remembered, hadn’t called Rafe, 
hadn’t even known that he was waiting back 
on Broken Mountain. 

Waiting for her. 

“Yeah,” Bob said. ‘‘Rafe figured that out for 
himself. So he gnawed on me to get you back 
here.” 

Numbly Alana nodded. She had come 
home, and Rafe had treated her with gentle- 
ness and understanding, asking nothing of 
her, giving everything. When being in the 
mountains frightened her, he apologized as 
though he were responsible. 

Rafe had shared her pain to a degree that 
she hardly believed even now. He had given 
her all the reassurance he could. And never 
once had he shown how much she was hurt- 
ing him. 
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He had loved her, cherished her, done 
everything possible for her, except remember. 
No one could remember for her. 

That she must do for herself. 

“Sis?’’ asked Bob, his voice worried. ‘“You 
better sit down. You look like death warmed 
over.” 

‘Thanks a lot, baby brother.” 

Alana’s voice was as thin as the smile she 
gave Bob. She forced her throat to relax, using 
the discipline she had learned as a singer. 

It was important that Bob not worry about 
her. 

It was important that he not hover or watch 
over her, preventing her from doing what 
must be done. 

It was important that she act as though there 
was nothing wrong with her that breakfast 
and a day lazing around the lake wouldn’t 
cure. 

Nothing wrong. 

Absolutely normal. 

“Check the wood box in the kitchen, okay? 
I don’t want to run out of fire halfway through 
the eggs.” 

Alana’s voice sounded calm, if a little flat. 
The smile she gave Bob echoed her voice pre- 
cisely. 

“Why don’t you let me do breakfast?” asked 
Bob, a worried frown creasing his forehead. 
“You go sit and—” 

“T’ll sit later,” she interrupted, ‘““while you 
and the dudes are out fishing. I have a place 
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all picked out. Grass and sunshine and a per- 
fect view of aspen leaves.” 

Alana’s throat constricted as she remem- 
bered counting aspen leaves with Rafe while 
he lay quietly with his hands locked behind 
his head, smiling and aching as she touched 
him. 

Rafe. 

She closed her eyes and forced herself to 
take a breath. 

“Get cracking on the wood box, baby 
brother. I don’t want to spend all day in the 
kitchen.” 

Bob hesitated, then went out the back door 
of the cabin. A few minutes later the clear, 
sharp sound of a ten-pound maul splitting 
cured wood rang through the dawn. 

Carefully thinking of nothing at all, Alana 
moved through the kitchen, letting the routine 
of cooking and setting the table focus her 
mind. Whenever her thoughts veered to Rafe, 
she dragged them back ruthlessly. 

First she had to get through breakfast. When 
everyone was Safely caught up in fishing, 
when she was alone with only her erratic 
memory, then she would think of Rafe. 

Thinking of him would give her the courage 
to do what had to be done. 

A moment of panic rippled through Alana. 
A piece of silverware slipped from her hands 
and landed with a clatter on the table. With 
fingers that trembled, she retrieved the fork 
and put it in its proper place. She finished set- 
ting the table just as Janice came in. 
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‘Good morning,’ Janice said cheerfully. 

“Morning. Coffee’s ready.” 

‘Sounds like heaven. Is Rafe up yet?” 

“Yes. I’ll get you some coffee.” 

Quickly Alana turned away, avoiding the 
scrutiny of the other woman’s eyes. The, for- 
mer psychiatrist was entirely too perceptive 
for Alana’s comfort right now. 

“Is that Rafe chopping wood?” asked Janice, 
falling into step beside Alana. 

In an instant of memory that almost de- 
stroyed her control, Alana’s mind gave her a 
picture of Rafe working by the woodpile four 
years ago. His long legs had been braced, his 
shirt off, the powerful muscles of his back coil- 
ing and relaxing rhythmically as he worked 
with the ax beneath the July sun, chopping 
stove wood. She could see him so clearly, the 
heat and life of him so vivid, she could almost 
touch him. 

Yearning went through Alana like lightning, 
hunger and love and loss turning in her, cut- 
ting her until she could feel her life bleeding 
away. . 

“No,’” whispered Alana. 

Desperately she pushed away the memory. 
If she thought of Rafe right now, she would 
go crazy. 

Or crazier. 

Before Janice could ask any more, Alana 
said, ‘‘Bob drew the short straw this morn- 
ing.”’ 

Daag Alana’s efforts to keep her voice 
normal, Janice looked at her sharply. 
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“You look a bit feverish,’” Janice said. ‘‘Are 
you feeling all right?’ 

“Fine. Just fine.”’ 

Alana poured coffee. Her hand shook, but 
not enough to spill the coffee. 

‘‘Tired, that’s all,’ Alana said. - “‘Altitude, 
you know. I’m not used to it. That and the cold 
nights. God, but the nights are cold on Broken 
Mountain.” 

And I’m babbling, added Alana silently, 
reining in her thoughts. And her tongue. 

She handed Janice her coffee. 

“Breakfast will be ready in about twenty 
minutes,” Alana said. 

Janice took the cup and sipped thoughtfully, 
watching Alana’s too-quick, almost erratic 
movements around the kitchen. 

“T thought I heard a horse ride by earlier 
this morning,” Janice said. ‘Before dawn.” 

“That must have been Rafe,’’ said Alana 
_ very casually. 

She concentrated on laying thick strips of 
bacon across the old stove’s huge griddle. Fat 
hissed as it met the searing iron surface. 

“Rafe left?’”’ asked Janice, startled. 

“He has to check on something at the ranch. 
He'll be back later.” 

And pigs will fly, thought Alana, remem- 
bering Rafe’s pain and anger. He won’t come 
back until I’m gone. I’ve used up my chances 
with him. Rafael, I never meant to hurt you. 
Never... 

Alana’s hand shook, brushing against the 
griddle. She took a steadying breath and 
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thought only about getting through breakfast. 

One thing at a time. Now, this moment, that 
meant frying bacon without blistering herself 
through sheer stupidity. 

Later she would think about Rafe leaving 
her, about his pain, about what she must do, 
about remembering. 

Later. Not now. 

‘“T hope everyone likes scrambled eggs,’ 
Alana said. 

She went to the refrigerator and opened the 
door. No light came on. Rafe had forgotten to 
start up the generator. She pulled out a bowl 
of fresh eggs, then went to the back door and 
called to Bob. 

“Do you know how to start up the genera- 
tor?”’ 

‘Sure thing.” Bob gestured toward a pile of 
split wood with the maul he was holding. 
‘How much do you need?” 

Alana remembered the night before, when 
she had found the living room wood box all 
but empty. 

“Enough for the fireplace, too,” she said. 
“You'll want a nice fire tonight.” 

“What about you?” asked Bob dryly, look- 
ing over his shoulder at Alana. ‘Don’t you 
want a nice fire tonight, too?” 

I won't be here tonight. 

But the words were silent, existing only in 
Alana’s mind. 

‘Does that mean I have to chop it myself?” 
she retorted, her voice sounding rough. 

‘Just teasing, sis,” answered Bob. ‘You 
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never could split wood worth a damn.” 

He swung the maul again, burying its edge 
deep in the wood, splitting it easily into two 
smaller pieces. 

Alana turned back to the stove. She was re- 
lieved to see that Janice had gone. The wom- 
an’s eyes were just too intent, too knowing. 

Breakfast was an ordeal Alana hoped never 
to have to repeat. The toast was impossible to 
chew, much less swallow. She forced herself 
to eat anyway. If she didn’t, Bob would stick 
to her like a mother hen for the rest of the day, 
worrying over her. 

Alana couldn’t allow that to happen. So she 
ate grimly, washing down eggs and bacon 
with coffee, eating as little as she thought she 
could get away with. 

As soon as Bob finished, he looked at Alana, 
then at Stan and Janice. 

“Tm going to stay behind and help Alana 
with the dishes,” Bob said. “Rafe thought you 
should try the water on the north side of the 
lake, where that little creek comes in. Some 
real big trout hang around there, feeding on 
whatever washes down.” 

“Sounds good to me,” Stan said. 

“Rafe suggested using dark flies,” Bob 
added, ‘‘or the grasshopper imitation he tied 
for each of you. Me, I’m going to use the 
Lively Lady.” 

Alana got up, her plate and silverware in 
her hands. 

“T'll take care of the dishes,” she said, grate- 
ful that her voice sounded casual rather than 
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desperate, the way she felt. “If you’re doing 
dishes while Stan is fishing, he’ll get the prize 
for the biggest fish.”’ 

“What prize?’ asked Bob. 

“Apple pie,” Alana said succinctly. ‘Winner 
takes all.”’ 

A friendly argument began over big fish and 
winner taking all of the pie. In the end, ev- 
eryone stayed and helped Alana with the 
dishes. When the last lunch had been packed 
and the last dish was draining on the counter, 
she turned and smiled rather fiercely at ev- 
eryone. 

“Thank you and good-bye,” she said. “The 
trout are rising. The best fishing time of the 
day is slipping away. Have fun. I'll see you 
for dinner.” 

Stan and Janice exchanged glances, then left 
the kitchen. Alana looked expectantly at Bob. 

“T’ll leave in a while,” Bob said, smiling ge- 
nially and reaching for an apron. “Stan needs 
a handicap in the trout sweepstakes. I'll help 
you with the pie 

Alana looked at Bob in disbelief. Determi- 
nation showed in every line of his face. He 
didn’t know what was wrong, but he plainly 
wasn’t going to leave until he did. 

“You'll have a long wait,” she said finally. 
‘I’m going to take a bath. A very long, very 
hot bath. And no, baby brother, I don’t need 
you to scrub my back.” 

Bob had the grace to laugh. But the laugh 
faded quickly into concern. 

“You sure?” he asked softly. 
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“T’ve never been more sure of anything in 
my life.” Alana’s eyes held her brother’s. “‘It’s 
all right, Bob. Go fishing. Please.” 

Bob expelled a harsh breath and ran his 
hand through his black hair. 

“I’m worried,” he said bluntly. “Rafe 
looked like hell. You look worse. I feel like the 
guy who grabbed for the brass ring and came 
up with a handful of garbage. I want to help 
you, but I’m damned if I know what to do.” 

“Go fishing,” Alana said. 

Her voice was soft and very certain. 

“Hell,” Bob muttered. Then, “I'll be at the 
north side of the lake if you need me. Why 
don’t you come over for lunch?” 

“Y’ll probably be asleep.” 

‘Most sensible thing you’ve said today,” re- 
torted Bob. 

He looked pointedly at the dark circles be- 
neath his sister’s eyes. Then he threw up his 
hands and walked out of the kitchen. 

“We'll be back for dinner about five,’” he 
called over his shoulder. 

“Good luck,” said Alana. 

A grunt was Bob’s only reply. 

She held her breath until she heard the front 
door of the cabin close. Then she ran to the 
window and looked out. Bob had picked up . 
his rod, net, and fishing vest. He was stalking 
over the lake trail with long, powerful strides. 

“Take care,” whispered Alana. ‘Don’t be 
too mad at me. You did everything you could. 
Like Rafe. It’s not your fault that it wasn’t 
enough. It’s mine.” 
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Alana pulled off her apron with shaking 
hands and hung it on a nail by the back door. 
Then she raced upstairs and began stuffing 
warm clothes into the backpack she had found 
in her closet. 

Broken Mountain could be cold, brutally 
cold. She of all people knew that. 

Alana went back down the stairs, listening 
to her racing heart and the harsh thump of her 
hiking boots on the wooden stairs. She ran to 
the kitchen and began throwing food into the 
backpack. Cheese, raisins, granola, chocolate. 
She closed the flap and secured it tightly. 

For a moment Alana stood and looked 
around the kitchen, wondering what she had 
forgotten. 

“A note,” she said. “I have to leave a note.” 

Alana scrambled through kitchen drawers, 
looking for paper and a pencil. But when she 
found them, she couldn’t think of anything to 
say. 

‘How can I explain in words something that 
I barely understand myself?’ Alana asked, 
staring helplessly at the paper. 

Yet she had to write something. 

She owed Bob that much. If he came back 
early and found her gone, he would be frantic. 

Alana bent over and wrote quickly: 


If Rafe calls, tell him I’ve gone to find 
the lark. 
This time it will sing for me. 


! 


3s 18 


Pavia: WALKED ALONG THE 
trail, grateful for the trees screening her from 
the lake. Through the breaks in the forest, she 
could see three people spaced out along the 
north side of the water. Bob looked no bigger 
than her palm. Bits of sound floated across the 
lake to her, fragments without meaning. 

When she came to a fork in the trail, she 
hesitated for a moment. The right-hand path 
wound back to the lake, coming out just in 
front of the cascade where she had overheard 
Stan and Rafe arguing. The left-hand path 
skirted the worst of the rock jumble that 
caused the cascade. | 

Alana adjusted the backpack and turned 
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onto the left fork of the trail. Once past the 
fork, the trail began the long climb to the top 
of Broken Mountain. 

The first part of the climb consisted of long 
switchbacks looping through the forest. Before 
Alana had gone half a mile, she wished she 
had Sid to do the work for her. But taking the 
horse would have been too great a risk. Sid 
would have spent the first mile neighing to the 
horses hobbled in the meadow behind the 
main cabin. Short of a siren, nothing carried 
better in the high mountains than the neigh of 
a lonely horse. 

Sunlight quivered among aspen leaves and 
fell silently through evergreen boughs. The air 
was crisp, fragrant with resin, motionless but 
for the occasional stirring of wind off the lake. 
The cascade’s distant mutter filtered through 
the forest, telling Alana that she was ap- 
proaching one of the open, rocky sections of 
the trail. She would have to be careful not to 
be spotted by the fishermen below. 

The forest dwindled, then vanished as the 
trail crawled over a steep talus slope. Broken 
stone of all sizes littered the ridge. The thun- 
der of the cascade came clearly across the 
rocks. To the right of the trail the land fell 
away abruptly, ending in the sapphire depths 
of the lake. 

Alana took one look, then did not look 
again. Fixing her eyes on the rugged ground 
just in front of her feet, she picked her way 
across the talus. For the first hundred yards 
her breath came shallowly, erratically. Then 





FORGET MESNOT 323 


she regained control of her breathing. Slowly 
her fear of heights diminished, giving strength 
back to her legs. 

Just before Alana dropped out of sight over 
a fold of Broken Mountain, she turned and 
looked down at the lake. Wisps of brilliant 
white cloud trailed iridescent shadows over 
the water, emphasizing the clarity and depth 
of both lake and air. 

Alana’s heart beat faster and her palms felt 
clammy, but she forced herself to look at the 
north shore. There were three specks, dark 
against the gray granite of the shoreline. 

Three fishermen. 

No one had spotted Alana and run after her 
to bring her back. With luck, no one would 
even notice that she was gone until dinner- 
time. And then it would be too late to come 
after her. 

No one rode or walked high mountain trails 
at night unless a life was at risk. 

Besides, even when Bob discovered that 
Alana wasn’t at the lodge, he wouldn’t know 
where she was. The last place he would expect 
to find her was farther up Broken Mountain, 
all the way up to the first and highest lake, up 
to the lip of the cliff where water leaped into 
darkness, standing in the exact spot where 
Jack had died and she had lost her mind. 

Surely there, if anywhere, I’ll remember, 
Alana told herself. Surely there, where condi- 
tions most exactly match the environment of 
my nightmare.... 

There she would rise from the bleak, safe 
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pool of amnesia into the transparent light of 
reality. There, if anywhere on earth. 

If Alana didn’t remember right away, she 
would simply stay until she did, sleeping on 
a rock by the lake if she had to. She would do 
whatever she must to remember. Then she 
would accept whatever came. 

In truth, now there was little at stake. That 
was why she finally had come to Broken 
Mountain. 

She had nothing left to lose. 

Alana climbed steadily through the mom- 
ing. Though the second lake was less than two 
miles from the cabins, it took Alana three 
hours to make the climb. Part of the problem 
was the altitude. Another part was the rough- 
ness of the trail. 

The hardest part was her own fear. Every 
step closer to the first lake was like a pebble 
added to her backpack, weighing her down. 

By the time she scrambled up the saddle of 
land that concealed the second lake, Alana 
was sweating freely and felt almost dizzy. She 
stood and looked down on the tiny, marshy 
stretch of water. More pond than true lake, 
during the driest years the second lake existed 
only on maps. This year, though, the winter 
had been thick with snow and the summer 
ripe with storms. The water was a rich wealth 
of silver against the dense green of meadow 
and marsh plants. 

The lake had been full the last time Alana 
was there. Clouds seething and wind bending 
the aspens, wind shaking the elegant spruce 
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trees, storm winds moaning down the slopes. 

It hadn’t rained, though. Not then. Just 
clouds and a few huge water drops hurled 
from the heights by the wind. 

Thunder had been distant, erratic. The peak 
next to Broken Mountain had been mantled in 
blue-black mist and lightning. But not Broken 
Mountain. Not then. Thunder hadn’t come to 
Broken Mountain until the next night. 

Seeing nothing but the past, Alana stared 
blindly at the ribbon of water nestled in a 
green hollow between folds of granite. 

Remembering. 

They had rested the horses there. She had 
gone to the edge of the small meadow and 
leaned against a tree, listening to the distant 
song of water over rock. 

Jack had come up behind her, and she had 
wanted to put her hands over her ears, shut- 
ting him out. But she hadn’t been able to 
then. 

She was remembering now, Jack and the ar- 
gument and the mountain rising cold and 
Mere. 


“Jilly, don’t be stupid about this. We won't be 
famous forever. A few more years, that’s all | ask.” 

She wanted to scream with frustration. Jack sim- 
ply wouldn't accept that she couldn't go on with 
the farce of Country's Perfect Couple. 

She had to be free. 

“Jilly, you better listen.” 

“I'm listening,’’ she said flatly. ‘I’m just not 
agreeing.” 
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“Then you don't understand,” he said confi- 
dently. ‘‘As soon as you understand, you'll agree.”’ 

“You're the one who doesn’t understand. You're 
not getting your way this time, Jack. You shouldn't 
have demanded that I marry you in the first place. 
I shouldn't have given in.” 

Not looking at Jack, she ran her hand down the 
long black braids that fell between her breasts. 

“It was a mistake,” she said finally. ‘‘A very bad 
mistake. It’s time we faced it.”’ 

“You're wrong. Think about it, Jilly. You're 
wrong.” 

“‘T've thought of nothing else for several years. 
I've made up my mind.” 

“Then you'll just have to change it.” 

She had turned suddenly, catching the black look 
he gave her. Then Jack had shrugged and smiled 
charmingly. 

“Aw, c'mon, Jilly. Let's stop arguing and enjoy 
ourselves for a change. That's why we're here, re- 
member?” 


Yes, Alana was remembering. 

Too late. Rafe was gone. She was remem- 
bering. 

And she was afraid. 

Alana shuddered and shifted the weight of 
her backpack, letting echoes and memories of 
the past gather around her as she climbed. 

At first she remembered small things, a lit- 
tle bit at a time, minutes slowly building 
into whole memories. The closer she came, 
the higher she climbed on Broken Mountain, 
the thinner the veil of amnesia became—and 
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the greater her mind’s rebellion at what she 
was demanding of herself. 

Alana no longer told herself that her rapid 
heartbeat and dragging breaths came from al- 
titude or exertion. She was struggling against 
fear just as she had struggled against Jack’s 
stubborn refusal to face the reality of her de- 
cision to leave him. 

Suddenly Alana realized that she had 
stopped walking. She was braced against a 
rock, shaking, her eyes fixed on the last, steep 
ascent to the highest lake. 

Broken Mountain rose behind the lake, 
granite thrusting into the sky. It waited for 
her, the cliff and the talus where wind howled 
and water fell into blackness and exploded far 
below on unyielding stone. 

It waited for her, and she was terrified. 

“Pull up your socks and get going, Alana 
Jillian,” she said between gritted teeth. ‘’Like 
Dad always said, you can’t keep the mountain 
waiting. Besides, what do you have to lose that 
you haven't already lost?’’ 

Nothing. 

Not one damned thing. 

Alana fastened her eyes on the trail just in 
front of her feet and began walking. She didn’t 
look up, didn’t stop, didn’t think. 

One by one, memories came, wisps of cloud 
gathering over the blank pool of amnesia, 
clouds and memories condensing into col- 
umns of white seething over the mountain- 
tops, over her. 

She stood at the edge of the tiny, hanging 
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valley where the first lake lay beneath the sul- 
len sky. Thunder rumbled distantly, forerun- 
ner of the storm to come. 

But not yet. The clouds hadn’t met and 
wrapped around each other and the peaks. 
Only then would the storm begin, bringing 
darkness in the midst of day, black rain and 
white ice and thunder like mountains torn 
apart. 

But not yet. She had a breathing space in the 
shelter of the stunted trees that grew in the lee 
of the mountain looming raggedly against the 
Sky. 

Broken Mountain. 

At the base of the shattered gray peak lay 
the lake, mercury-colored water lapping at the 
very lip of the valley. Alana looked away from 
the white water leaping over the valley’s edge, 
water falling and bouncing from rock to boul- 
der, water exploding like thunder. 

Jack flying out, turning and falling, white water 
and screams. 

Alana slipped out of her backpack and went 
like a sleepwalker to the end of the trail. 

Was it here Jack fell? she asked herself. 

She looked over the edge, suffered a wave 
of dizziness and forced herself to look again. 

No, it hadn’t happened here. 

Where, then? she asked herself impatiently. 

The trail turned to the right, keeping to the 
trees. To the left was the end of the lake and 
the beginning of the waterfall, lake and rock 
and land falling away from the lip of the hang- 
ing valley. 
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Nausea turned in Alana, and a fear so great 
that it hammered her to her knees. 

The lake. The lake lapping at the edge of 
space, water churning, thunder bounding and 
rebounding, darkness and screams. She was 
screaming. 

No, it was the wind that screamed. The 
wind had come up at dawn and she shivered 
until Jack came to her.... 


“Change your mind yet, Jilly?” 

She closed her eyes and said nothing, did noth- 
ing, helpless, tied to stone. 

“That's okay, babe. We've got all the time in the 
world.” 

“Untie m-me.” Her voice came at a distance, a 
stranger's voice, harsh as stone scraping over stone. 

“You going to listen to me if I do?” 

eyes: 

“You going to stop crying for that bastard Win- 
ter?” 

Silence. 

“I heard you, Jilly. Last night. Lots of nights. 
I'm going to break you of loving Winter, babe. 
I'm going to break you, period. When we get down 
off this mountain, you'll come to heel and stay 
there.” 

Alana listened, all tears gone. 

She listened, and knew that Jack was crazy. 

She listened, and knew that she would die on 
Broken Mountain unless she stopped crying and 
started using her head. 

Her mind worked with eerie speed and clarity, 
time slowing down as she sorted through probabil- 
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ities and possibilities, certainties and hopes. 

And then came understanding, a single brilliant 
fact: She must get Jack to untie her. Then the sec- 
ond fact: Jack’s only weakness was his career; he 
needed her. 

“If you I-leave me on this rock any longer, I'll 
be too s-sick to sing.” 

Jack put his hand on Alana’s arm. It was cold 
enough to shock him. He frowned and fiddled with 
the zipper on his jacket. 

“Are you going to listen to me?’ he demanded. 

eR 

Jack untied her, but Alana was too stiff, too weak 
to move. He hauled her off the rock and set her on 
her feet. 

She fell and stayed down, helpless, tied by a kind 
of pain that made her dizzy and nauseated. Finally 
feeling began to come back to her strained joints 
and limbs. Then she cried out hoarsely, never hav- 
ing known such agony. 

Jack half dragged, half carried Alana to the camp, 
jerking her along, her braids wound around his 
hand. He dropped her casually by the fire. She lay 
there without moving, her mind spinning with 
pain. Eventually the worst of it passed and she 
could think. 

She concealed the fact of her returning strength, 
afraid that Jack would tie her up again. When he 
spoke to her, she tried pretending that she was too 
dazed to answer. He hit her with the back of his 
hand, knocking her away from the fire. She lay mo- 
tionless, cold and aching and afraid. 

“You listen to me, Jilly. I need you, but there 
are other ways, other women who can sing. I've 





FORGET ME NOT 331 


been sleeping with one of them. You can sing cir- 
cles around her, but she comes to heel a hell of a 
lot better than you do. Don’t be more trouble than 
you're worth.” 

Alana shuddered and said nothing. 

It seemed hours before the moment came that she 
had been waiting for. Jack went to get more wood. 
She came up off the ground in a stumbling rush, 
running in the opposite direction, seeking the cover 
of the forest and the mountainside. 

That was the beginning of a deadly game of hide- 
and-seek. Jack called to her, threats and endear- 
ments, both equally obscene to Alana’s ears as she 
dodged from tree to thicket to boulder, her heart as 
loud as thunder. 

Storm clouds opened, drenching the land with 
icy water mixed with sleet. Weakened by cold, her 
mind fading in and out of touch with reality, 
Alana knew she was running out of time and pos- 
sibilities. 

Her only chance was to flee down the mountain. 
She had begun working toward that from the first 
moment, leading Jack around the lake until he was 
no longer between her and escape. 

Now only the margin of the lake itself lay be- 
tween her and the trail down Broken Mountain, 
the lake where water lapped over boulders and then 
fell down, down, to the rocks below. There was no 
shelter there. No place to hide from Jack. 

Lightning and thunder shattered the world into 
. and white shards. Ice sleeted down, freezing 

er. 

And then a rock rattled behind her, Jack coming, 
reaching for her. 
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Water rushing down, cold, and darkness wait- 
ing, lined with rocks, ice and darkness closing 
around, clouds seething overhead, lightning lanc- 
ing down, soundless thunder. 

Fear. 

It was too cold, no warmth anywhere, only fear 
hammering on her, leaving her weak. 

She tried to run, but her feet weighed as much 
as the mountains and were as deeply rooted in the 
earth. Each step took an eternity. Try harder, move 
faster, or get caught. 

She must run! 

But she could not. 

Something had caught her braids, jerking her 
backward with stunning force. 

Jack loomed above her, anger twisting his face, 
her braids wrapped around his fist. Jack cursing 
her, grabbing her, hitting her, and the storm break- 
ing, trees bending and snapping like glass beneath 
the wind. 

Like her. She wasn’t strong enough. She would 
break and the pieces would be scattered over the 
cold rocks. 

Jack slipped on the rocks where white pebbles of 
sleet gathered and turned beneath his boots. He let 
go of Alana’s braids, breaking his fall with his 
hands. 

Running. Scrambling. 

Breath like a knife in her side. 

Throat on fire with screams and the storm chas- 
ing her, catching her, yanking her backward while 


rocks like fists hit her. She was broken and bleeding, . 


screaming down the night, running. 
Caught. Her braids caught again in Jack's fist, 





FORGET ME NOT 333 


ice sliding beneath her feet, wind tearing at her, 
Jack lifting her as she screamed, lifting her high and 
when he let go she would fall as the water fell, 
down and down over the lip of the valley, exploding 
whitely on rocks far below. 

Clawing and fighting. But she was swept up, 
lifted high, helpless, nothing beneath her feet, earth 
falling away and her body twisting, weightless, she 
was falling, falling, black rushing up to meet her 
and when it did she would be torn from life like an 
aspen leaf from its stem, spinning away helplessly 
over the void. 

She called to Rafe then. 

Knowing that she was dead, she cried Rafe’s 
name and her undying love for him into the teeth 
of the waiting mountain. 

And Rafe answered. 

He came out of the storm and darkness like an 
avenging angel, his hands tearing her from Jack's 
deadly grasp. 

At the last instant Rafe spun aside from the 
drop-off, balanced on the brink of falling. With cer- 
tain death in front of him and Alana at his feet, 
Rafe whirled and launched himself in a low tackle 
that carried Jack away from Alana, helpless at the 
edge of the cliff. 

The two men grappled in the darkness, pale sleet 
rolling beneath their feet, their struggles bringing 
them closer to the brink with each second. 

Rafe kicked away, freeing himself and coming to 
his feet in a poised, muscular rush. Jack staggered 
upright, his hair shining palely with each flash of 
lightning, his face dark with hatred. He leaped 
blindly for Rafe. 
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But Rafe wasn’t there. He slipped the attack with 
a supple, disciplined movement of his body, leaving 
nothing but night between Jack and the lip of the 
cliff. 

ak had an instant of surprise, a scream of fury 
and disbelief, and then he was falling, turning over 
slowly, screaming and falling into night. 

Silence came, and then the sound of Alana’s tear- 
ing screams. 

“It’s all right, wildflower. I've come to take you 
home.” 

Alana shuddered, giving her mind and her body 
to the cold and blackness.... 


Alana stirred and slowly surfaced from 
memories. She was surprised to find that it 
was day rather than evening, fair rather than 
stormy, and she was huddled on her knees 
rather than unconscious in Rafe’s arms. 

She shook her head, hardly able to believe 
that she wasn’t still dreaming. Rafe’s words 
had sounded so real, so close. 

She opened her eyes and saw that she had 
walked to the treacherous margin of rock and 
water and cliff. With a shudder, she turned 
away from the edge—and then she saw a man 
silhouetted against the sun. 

She froze, fear squeezing her heart. 

Rafe’s face tightened into a mask of pain 
when he saw Alana’s fear. 

She had remembered and he had lost 
her. 

“Stan was right,” Rafe said, pain roughen- 
ing his voice. ‘“You were running from me, 





FORGET ME NOT = 335 


too. You didn’t want to believe that the man 
you loved was a killer.” 

“No!” 

Alana’s voice shook, making a ragged cry 
out of the single word. 

‘Yes,’ said Rafe flatly. “I killed Jack Reeves. 
And you remembered it.”’ 

“It wasn’t like that,’’ Alana said quickly. 
“Stan was wrong. You didn’t come up the 
mountain planning to kill Jack and seduce me 
and—”’ 

“But Jack’s dead,’ Rafe interrupted. ‘I 
killed him.” 

“You were saving my life!’’ Alana said, try- 
ing to understand why Rafe’s face was so 
closed, so remote. 

Rafe shrugged. 

“So it’s manslaughter, not murder one,’’ he 
said curtly. ‘“‘Jack’s dead just the same.” 

“It was an accident!’’ she cried fiercely. ‘I 
saw it, Rafe! I know!” 

“Technically, yes, it was an accident,” Rafe 
said, his voice as controlled as his expression. 
“When I ducked, I didn’t know that Jack 
would go over the cliff.” 

Alana let out a ragged breath. 

“But there’s something about the fight that 
you still haven’t faced, Alana.” Rafe spoke 
slowly, clearly, leaving no room for evasion or 
misunderstanding. ‘When I saw Jack trying to 
kill you—after that instant, Jack Reeves was a 
dead man walking. There was no way I'd let 
him leave the mountain alive.” 

Alana’s eyes closed, but it wasn’t in horror 
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at what Rafe was saying. It was the pain in 
him that made her flinch. 

“You knew that,’ Rafe said. “Yet you 
couldn’t stand knowing that the man you 
loved was a murderer. So you forgot. But not 
well enough. Somewhere, deep inside you, 
you knew. You didn’t trust me enough to 
marry me.” 

‘“That’s not true!’’ said Alana desperately. 
“You saved my life! You—” 

“It’s all right, wildflower,” Rafe said, cutting 
across Alana’s urgent words. ‘“You don’t owe 
me anything. You gave it all back to me that 
night.” 

“But—" 

“When you were certain you were going to 
die, you screamed, but not for mercy or re- 
venge. You called to me, telling me that you 
loved me. And you didn't even know I was there. 
In those few seconds you wiped out all the 
bitterness that had been destroying me since I 
found out you were married.” 

‘Rafael,’ she whispered. 

“You don’t owe me anything at all. Cer- 
tainly not trust.” 

Alana looked at Rafe wildly. 

‘But [ do trust you!” she cried. 

Rafe’s mouth turned down in a sad travesty 
of a smile. 1 

“I don’t believe you, wildflower.” 

Before Alana could say anything more, Rafe 
turned toward the trail where his big spotted 
stallion stood patiently. 

“We'd better go,’” Rafe said. ‘Bob has prob- 
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ably found your note by now, and mine. He’ll 
be beside himself with worry.” 

Rafe began walking toward his horse. After 
a few steps, he realized that Alana wasn’t fol- 
lowing. He turned back and saw that she was 
still sitting on a rock very near the edge of the 
cliff. 

“Alana?” 

She sat motionless, watching Rafe, her eyes 
dark. : 
“T’ll need your help,” she said distinctly. 

With a few swift strides Rafe was at Alana’s 
side. He knelt in front of her and began run- 
ning his hands from her knees to her feet. 

“Did you wrench your ankle again?” he 
asked. ‘Where does it hurt?” 

“Everywhere,” Alana said softly. ‘“You'll 
have to carry me.” 

Rafe’s head snapped up. 

He searched Alana’s eyes and her expres- 
sion, afraid to breathe, to hope. Even when she 
had given herself to him in the moonlit cabin, 
he had not dared to lift her, to hold her help- 
less above the ground. 

And now she was at the edge of the same > 
cliff Jack had held her over, held her high 
above his head, getting set to throw her out 
into darkness and death. 

Silently Alana held her arms out to Rafe. 

He stood and looked down at her for a long 
moment. Then he bent and caught her beneath 
her arms. 

Slowly Rafe lifted Alana to her feet, waiting 
for the first sign of fear to tighten her body. 
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He held her almost level with him, her toes 
just off the ground. 

She smiled and put her hands on his shoul- 
ders. 

“Higher, Rafael. Lift me higher. Lift me over 
your head.” 

‘“Alana—"’ 

“Lift me,” she whispered against his lips. “‘] 
know you won't let me fall. I’m safe with you, 
Rafael. You aren’t like Jack. You won’t throw 
my life away. Lift me.” 

Rafe lifted Alana as high as he could, held 
her, watched her smile, felt her trust in the 
complete relaxation of her body suspended be- 
tween his hands. 

Then he let her slide slowly down his body 
until their lips met in a kiss that left both of 
them shaken, clinging to each other. 

They rode the same way down the moun- 
tain, clinging to each other, whispering words 
of love and need. Rafe’s arms were wrapped 
around Alana and her hands were over his as 
he guided the big stallion along the trail. 

Rafe was the first one to spot the plane bob- 
bing quietly on the third lake. 

“Sheriff Mitchell,’ Rafe said. ‘““Bob must 
have hit the panic button.” 

Alana shrank against Rafe and went very 
still. 

For the rest of the ride she was silent, her 
hands clinging to Rafe’s wrists, her mind rac- 
ing as she tried to figure out ways to protect 
the man she loved. 

No matter what Rafe says, he isn’t at fault 
for Jack’s death, Alana thought. Jack brought 
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it on himself. Rafe doesn’t deserve to be pun- 
ished for Jack’s selfishness, his murderous 
rage. 

Yet Alana was afraid that was exactly what 
would happen. 

Sheriff Mitchell was sitting on the porch of 
the lodge, his feet propped against the rail. 
When he heard the big stallion’s hoof strike a 
rock, Mitch looked up. 

“I see you found her,” Mitch said, satisfac- 
tion in his voice. “Just like I told Bob you 
would.” 

Alana spoke before Rafe could. 

“My memory is back. Jack’s death was an 
accident, just like Rafe said. It was icy and Jack 
fell and I passed out from shock and cold.” 

Mitch looked at Alana oddly. His homely 
face creased into a frown. 

“That's not what Rafe told me,” the sheriff 
muttered. ‘He said that Jack tried to kill you, 
they fought, and Jack ended up dead. Is that 
how you remember it?” 

Alana made a helpless sound and looked 
over her shoulder at Rafe. He kissed her lips. 

“I told Mitch everything when we rode back 
in to bring out Jack’s body,” Rafe said. ‘‘“When 
we came off the mountain, you were gone.” 

“But—but that’s not how the newspapers 
explained Jack’s death,” said Alana. 

Mitch shrugged. 

“Well,” the sheriff said, ‘I didn’t figure that 
Justice would be any better served if we went 
to the hassle of arraigning and then acquitting 
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Rafe on a clear-cut case of justifiable homi- 
cide.” 

Alana’s breath caught. She turned and 
looked at the sheriff with hope in her eyes. 

‘“‘And then there would have been reporters 
hounding you for all the bloody details,” the 
sheriff drawled, ‘‘what with Jack being such a 
famous son of a bitch and all. You didn’t need 
that. You were having a hard enough time 
staying afloat as it was.” 

Alana let out a Jong sigh of relief. 

‘So I told the reporters the only truth that 
mattered,’’ the sheriff concluded. ‘In my opin- 
ion, Jack’s death was legally an accident.” 

Mitch paused and looked at Alana, his gray 
eyes intent. ‘‘Unless you remember it some 
other way and want to change the record?” 

“No,” Alana said quickly. ‘Not at all. I just 
didn’t want Rafe to be punished for saving my 
life.”” 

Mitch nodded. ‘That’s how I had it fig- 
ured.” 

He pulled out a pipe from his jacket pocket, 
struck a match, and held it to the bowl. He 
sucked hard a few times, then looked at the 
lake. 

“Well, now,” Mitch said, changing the sub- 
ject with finality, ‘‘what’s the fishing been 
like?”’ 

Rafe tilted his head and kissed the nape of 
Alana’s neck. 

“You're too late, Mitch. I just caught the 
most beautiful trout on the mountain.” 
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Mitch grinned around a cloud of pungent 
smoke. 

“Keeper size?”’ he asked dryly. 

Rafe laughed and slid off the big stallion. 
When he was on the ground, he held his arms 
out to Alana. 

She smiled and let him lift her out of the 
saddle. For a few moments he held her off the 
ground, enjoying the sensation of her body 
pressed against the length of his own. , 

“Definitely keeper size,” Rafe said. 

Mitch laughed. 

“Unless,” Rafe whispered too softly for 
Mitch to hear, “the trout doesn’t want the fish- 
erman?”’ 

Alana kissed Rafe gently, brushing her lips 
across his mouth as her fingers slid deeply into” 
his thick hair, dislodging his Stetson. 

The front door of the cabin slammed open. 

“Mitch, when in hell are you going to— 
Alana! Are you okay?” 

Mitch laughed. “Bob, are you blind? She’s 
never been better.” 

Reluctantly Rafe released Alana so that she 
could reassure her brother. 

“I’ve remembered,” she said, turning to face 
Bob. *‘And I’m fine. I’m sorry I worried you.” 

“Hell, sis, it was worth it!’’ Bob turned to 
yell over his shoulder. “Stan! Janice! Alana’s 
got her memory back!”’ 

There was a triumphant whoop from the 
cabin. Janice and Stan ran out onto the porch. 
Stan looked at Alana, wrapped securely in 
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Rafe’s arms, relaxed and smiling, obviously 
not afraid. 

Then Stan turned and gave Janice a thor- 
ough, hungry kiss. 

Bob looked startled. 

Rafe simply smiled. 

‘Y think I’d better make a complete intro- 
duction this time,’ Rafe said. ‘“Bob, meet Mr. 
and Mrs. Stan Wilson.” 

When Stan finally let go of Janice, she 
smiled. 

“Now we can wash out the blond highlights 
and get rid of the blue contacts,” she said to 
Stan. “If | open my eyes, I feel like I’m kissing 
a stranger.” 

Alana watched, speechless, as Stan removed 
his dark blue contacts, revealing eyes that 
were light green. 

“Blond highlights?” asked Alana weakly. 

“Yep,” said Janice, tugging on a lock of 
Stan’s fair hair. “I’m used to my man being a 
sun-streaked brown, not a California blond.” 

“T don’t understand,” Alana said. 

“I’m afraid you’ve been caught in a con- 
spiracy,” said Janice gently. ‘But it was a con- 
spiracy of love. When Rafe told me what had 
happened to you, I told him to give you a few 
weeks to remember on your own. Then he 
called again and told me you weren’t sleeping, 
weren't eating, were having nightmares—”’ 

“How did you know?” asked Alana, turn- 
ing to Rafe. 

“I told you, wildflower. You're a lot like 
me.” 
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“In short,’’ summarized Janice, ‘you were 
tearing yourself apart. Rafe thought that if you 
came back here, you would see him and know 
that you were safe, that it was all right to re- 
member what had happened. I agreed, so long 
as you came willingly. If you came back it 
would mean that you wanted to remember. 
That you wanted to be whole again.” 

“Some travel agent,” Alana said dryly. 
Then, “Oh. You're still a practicing psychia- 
trist, aren’t you?” 

“One of the best,” said Rafe, his arms tight- 
ening around Alana. “‘Damn near every word 
we said in front of you was vetted by Janice 
fret’ 

“Not every word,” Janice said crisply, look- 
ing sideways at Stan. “I nearly choked my 
husband when I found out about the fight by 
_ the lake.” 

Stan almost smiled. ‘““Yeah, I know. I don’t 
take orders worth a damn. We’ve argued 
about Rafe a lot,’”’ said Stan, flashing Alana a 
pale green glance. “I thought she was too gen- 
tle on Rafe after he got back from Central 
America. And then, when she couldn’t put 
him back together, it took two years for me to 
coax her into marriage.” 

Janice looked surprised. ‘‘Two years! You 
only asked me out two months before we were 
married!”’ 

“Yeah. So much for being subtle. I wasted 
twenty-two months tiptoeing around, thinking 
that you held it against me that I was the one 
who’d been wounded. If it wasn’t for me, Rafe 
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would have flown out of the jungle with the 
rest of us.” 

Rafe started to say something, but Stan cut 
him off. 

“No way, buddy. I’m not finished. I thought 
you were being too gentle with Alana to get 
any results. Hell, I didn’t even know you had 
that much gentle in you! I’m still having a 
hard time believing that you’re the same man 
I worked with in Central America.” 

Stan shook his head. ““Anyway, I wanted to 
stir up Alana, to make her think. I didn’t be- 
lieve you’d snuffed good old Jack to get Alana. 
If you’d wanted to do that, you wouldn’t have 
waited almost four years, and you sure as hell 
wouldn’t have been caught after you’d done 
it. You’re too smart for that.” 

‘Thanks ...I think,” said Rafe dryly. 

Alana looked from Stan to Janice to Rafe. 
Finally she gave her brother Bob a long, con- 
sidering look. He flushed slightly. 

‘You aren’t mad, are you, sis?’ 

‘““Mad?”” Alana shook her head. “I’m... 
stunned. I can’t believe that you knew about 
the whole conspiracy and kept it a secret. Old 
in-the-ear-and-out-the-mouth Bob. I’m im- 
pressed, baby brother.” 

“It wasn’t easy. I thought I’d blown it more 
than once,’ admitted Bob. 

“We didn’t tell him everything,” Rafe said 
dryly. “Oh, he knew that he wasn’t trying to 
start a dude ranch, but that’s about it. He 
didn’t know that I’d worked with Stan and 
Janice before. He didn’t know that Stan was 
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camouflaged as carefully as any lure I’d ever 
made. And he didn’t know that Janice was a 
practicing psychiatrist.” 

“Well,” Mitch said, ‘I'd better get down the 
mountain before the light goes.” 

“Can you fly back tomorrow?” asked Rafe. 

“Sure. Need something in particular?” 

“Champagne. A justice of the peace.” 

Mitch smiled. ‘“Somebody getting married?” 

Rafe looked at Alana, a question in his am- 
ber eyes. 

“Damned right,”” she said, putting her arms 
tightly around Rafe. ‘’This time, the trout is 
landing the fisherman.” 
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fi STOOD BY THE 


hearth in the small cabin, wearing only Rafe’s 
warm robe. She let the song fade from her lips, 
watching Rafe as he played soft notes on the 
silver harmonica. 

He was stretched out on the bed, eyes 
closed, sensitive fingers wrapped around the 
harmonica as his lips coaxed beautiful music 
from it. He wore nothing but firelight, which 
clung and shifted with each breath he took. 
His hair gleamed like winter mink, alive with 
the reflected dance of flames. 

Rafe looked up, sensing her watching him. 

“Happy, Mrs. Winter?” he asked, holding 
out his hand. 
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‘Very happy.” 
Alana took Rafe’s hand and curled up be- 


side him, enjoying the hard warmth of his 
flesh beneath her cheek. 

“Even though you haven’t remembered 
everything?” he asked quietly. 

She looked at Rafe’s eyes, gold in the fire- 
light, and wanted nothing more than to be 
loved by him. 

“I don’t care anymore,’ ' Alana said, “be- 
cause I’m not afraid anymore.” 

Rafe let out a long breath. Tenderly he 
traced the satin darkness of Alana’s eyebrow 
with his fingertip. 

“Good,” he said softly. “I don’t think you'll 
ever remember coming down the mountain. 
You were bruised, bloody, out of your mind 
with cold and shock.” 

His eyes closed, as though he was afraid she 
would see too much looking into them. 

Frankly,” Rafe said in a low voice, “‘I’d for- 
get it if I could. [ loved you so much and I 
thought you were dying, that I’d come too 
late.” 

‘“ “Come too late,’ ’’ Alana repeated. “You 
say that as though you knew I needed you.” 

Salta 

“How?” whispered Alana. ‘“Why did you 
come to the highest lake when I was there 
with Jack?” 

“IT can’t explain it. I just... knew.” 

Rafe looked at the harmonica for a moment 
before he carefully set it aside. 

“The night before I rode up Broken Moun- 
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tain,” he said, “I kept thinking I heard you 
calling me again and again. But that was im- 
possible. I was alone at the ranch. Nothing but 
the wind. Yet by morning, I was wild, half 
crazy, certain that you needed me.” 

Rafe blew out a long breath. “I had no 
choice but to ride up the mountain and find 
you, Alana. It was irrational, crazy, but I had 
to do it.” 

“You weren't crazy,” said Alana, trembling. 
“When Jack tied me and left me by the lake, I 
called for you all night long. I couldn’t help 
myself.’ 

Rafe’s breath came in sharply. He rolled 
over and faced Alana, touching her as though 
she were a dream and he was afraid of awak- 
ening. 

“If only I hadn’t fought against it so hard,” 
he said in a low voice. “I should have come to 
you sooner.” 

“It’s a miracle that you came at all. You 
hated me.” | 

“No,” he said, kissing Alana’s eyebrow, her 
eyelid, the corner of her mouth. “I never hated 
you. I wanted to, but I couldn’t. We were tied 
too deeply to each other, no matter how far 
apart we were.” 

“Yes,” she whispered, returning the tender 
kisses. 

“That’s why I couldn’t ride away from you 
after we made love,” Rafe said, ‘““even though 
I thought you didn’t trust me. Every time the 
wind blew down the canyon, I heard you call- 
ing me. | had to come back to you.” 
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Rafe’s fingertip traced Alana’s lips. “I love 
you more than you know, more than I have 
words to say.” 

With slow, caressing movements, Rafe un- 
wrapped the robe until Alana wore only fire- 
light and the fine gold chain he had given to 
her. The elegant symbol of infinity gleamed in 
the hollow of her throat, speaking silently of 
love that knew no boundaries. 

He gathered Alana close to his body, kissing 
her gently at first, then with a passion that was 
both restrained and deeply wild. She gave her- 
self to the kiss, to him, melting in his hands, 
wanting him, loving him. He listened to the 
soft sounds that came from her, and he smiled. 

“Yes,” Rafe whispered, ‘sing of your love 
for me, a lifetime of love. And after that...” 

His lips touched the golden symbol at Ala- 
na’s throat, and he knew there would always 
be a song of love that knew no bounds. 
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Prologue 


1S 


THE BLUE PICKUP truck was dirty, scratched by brush, 
and looked too battered to pull the faded single-horse 
trailer behind it. The truck’s tires showed the scars of 
passage through four-wheel-drive country. 

Like the man at the wheel, there was a lot more under- 
neath than the rough outer surface revealed. Beneath the 
dust and marks of hard use, the tread on the tires was thick. 
The pickup’s engine was powerful and well tuned. The 
mare riding patiently inside the trailer was hot-blooded 
and superbly trained. A single one of her colts would have 
been worth more than a new truck and trailer combined. 

The truck went past a sun-faded road sign that said 
WELCOME TO RIVERDALE: POPULATION 47. 

There was neither river nor dale to greet the visitor, 
but there was no law against dreams. 

He parked the truck in front of a country store, got 
out, and stretched to his full height, casting a long, 
wide-shouldered shadow over the afternoon land. The 
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store was closed. A hand-lettered placard told anyone 
who cared that the door opened when and if the pro- 
prietor felt like it, and if it was an emergency, you 
should try around at the back. Cards stuck on the out- 
side of the dirt-streaked front window asked for work- 
ers or work, tried to buy or sell ranch equipment, and 
generally served as an informal newspaper. 

One of the cards said simply: Rio, if you read this, 
head for Nevada. A woman on a ranch called Valley of 
the Sun needs you. 

He pulled off the card and tossed it into the glove 
compartment of his pickup. There were other papers in 
there, sheets and cards and scraps he had gathered all 
over the West in the past month. The notes said essen- 
tially the same thing. 

Go to the Valley of the Sun. 

He shut the compartment with a snap and went 
around to the horse trailer. “What do you think, Dusk? 
You game for a few more miles?” 

The elegant mare snuffled through the trailer win- 
dow and lipped lazily at his open collar. He rubbed her 
soft muzzle, stretched again, and waited. 

When the wind breathed over the high plains, he lis- 
tened for the sound of his name. It came as it always 
did, a long sigh that called, Brother-to-the-wind. 

And he answered as he always had. I’m here. 

The wind turned and swirled around him, pressing 
at his back, pushing him south. 

“You sure, brother?” 

The wind pressed harder. 

He got back into the truck and headed south. 





One 


EVEN IN LATE OCTOBER, drought ruled the Nevada 
ranch known as the Valley of the Sun. Thirst was a 
dusty shadow clinging to all life. The wind was always 
restless, always whispering of distance and the secrets 
of an empty land. 

To the east of the ranch, a range of mountains known 
as the Sierras Perdidas rose dark and silent above the 
dry landscape. The mountains themselves were lush 
with the gifts of water—valleys thick with grass, high 
slopes rippling with forests, and a few sheltered snow- 
fields glittering like diamonds far above the sunbaked 
afternoon. 

Hope Gardener was too far away to see the snow- 
fields or the water-rich valleys or the forests, but she 
knew they were there. They were always there, a 
dream to tantalize the ranchers who lived with the dry 
reality of the high desert that lapped around the moun- 
tains like a sagebrush sea around green islands. Even 
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so, Hope wouldn’t have traded a single one of the 
tawny, thirsty, harsh sections of her ranch for all the 
Sierras Perdidas’ easy beauty. 

But she wouldn’t have minded some of the Perdi- 
das’ tumbling wealth of water. 

She wasn’t greedy. She wasn’t asking for a deep 
river that ran year-round, or even a stream that ran up- 
side down, concealing its water a few feet beneath a 
dry riverbed. She wasn’t asking for a lake shivering 
with wind and trout. 

A pond, though... 

Yes, just a pond. Sweet water that could ease her 
cattle’s endless thirst. Water to soothe and nourish the 
tender roots of alfalfa and oat hay. Just one source of 
water that would stay wet no matter how dry and hard 
the rest of the Valley of the Sun became. 

‘Why not ask for hot and cold running money while 
youre at it?” she asked herself sardonically. “If you’re 
going to dream, dream big.” 

Her generous mouth turned down in a smile at her 
own expense. She came from a family of dreamers. 
Not one of them had managed to be lucky or good 
enough to make the dreams real. 

She had vowed to be different. She was going to be 
the Gardener who would make the Valley of the Sun 
profitable again. Or at least possible to live on without 
going bankrupt. 

“Then I’d better get to work, hadn’t I?” she asked 
her reflection in the dusty, cracked, sunstruck wind- 
shield. 

Nothing answered her but the rumble of the diesel 
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engine and the wind keening through the open window 
of the ancient truck. She had stopped on top of a rise 
in the rough, one-lane dirt road to give the engine— 
and herself—a breather. The water truck dated from a 
time before power steering, automatic shift, and power 
brakes. Despite the strength of her deceptively elegant 
body, the truck gave her as much of a workout as she 
gave it. First gear was so cranky that she often parked 
on a slope and rolled downhill until she could coax the 
engine into second gear. 

“C’mon, Behemoth. It’s just you and me and my 
beautiful, thirsty cattle. Don’t let me down.” 

As soon as she slipped the hand brake, the empty 
truck began to roll. She gathered speed in neutral until 
she had no choice but to engage the clutch or risk 
losing control of the truck on the steep slope. She 
double-clutched, shifted, muttered unhappily, and 
double-clutched again. This time the ancient water 
truck’s gears grumbled and gnawed into place. 

She patted the dusty instrument panel and settled in 
to wrestle the truck to the water tank. Road noises 
echoed around inside the truck’s sun-faded cab. The 
steering wheel bucked hard in her hands. Instantly she 
braced her body and muscled the rented army-surplus 
truck back out of the ruts that drew tires like a magnet 
drawing iron dust. Muscles in her arms and her shoul- 
ders knotted in protest. She ignored the burning aches 
just as she ignored the exhaustion that had made her 
lose attention long enough to get trapped in the ruts. 

“Just one more load,’ she promised herself. “Then 
you can kick back and watch Beauty and Baby drink.” 
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At least, just one more load of water for today. To- 
morrow was another day, another time of Nevada’s 
seamless sunshine baking the dry land, another string 
of hours when only dust devils moved over the empty 
land. And this battered truck, she reminded herself 
silently. Don’t forget poor Behemoth, lurching over 
this lousy road like a dinosaur on the way to extinction. 

Like the Valley of the Sun itself, dying. 

Hope set her teeth and forced herself to pay atten- 
tion to the potholed road rather than to her thoughts 
circling like vultures around the certainty of the death 
of her ranch and her dreams. She reminded herself that 
tomorrow could bring many things. Just one of them 
would be enough to keep her dream alive. 

One of the old wells could begin producing water 
again, enough water to see a core of her breeding stock 
through this endless drought. 

The price of beef could rise, allowing her to sell the 
cattle she couldn’t water at break-even prices. 

The bank could decide that the last hydrologist’s re- 
port on Silver Rock Basin indicated a good probability 
of water and lend her enough money to go after it. 

A hydrologist who wasn’t a con artist might answer 
her ad and find the artesian river she believed flowed 
deep beneath her ranch. 

It could even rain. 

Hope leaned forward to peer out the dusty wind- 
shield at the Perdidas. A few wisps of water vapor 
clung to their rocky, rakish peaks. Not enough clouds. 
Not nearly enough. Rain might fall in the mountain 
high country in a day or two or three, but not in the 
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high desert of her ranch, where the land cracked and 
bled sand and the cattle gathered around dry wells to 
baw! their thirst. 

For an instant her reflection stared grimly back at 
her from the dirty glass. The western hat concealed 
everything about her face but the lines of worry and 
weariness thinning her otherwise full mouth. Her hazel 
eyes were just a flash of light within the dark shadow 
of the hat brim. Her loosely curling, bittersweet- 
chocolate hair was swept up and hidden from the sun 
beneath the battered crown of her hat. A few tendrils 
had escaped to lie along her neck, held there by the 
moisture that heat and the effort of controlling Behe- 
moth had drawn from her fine-grained skin. 

“Oh, boy, if your agent could only see you now,’ 
Hope muttered. | 

She made a face at the reflection of herself that 
faded even as her eyes focused on it, like a mirage 
shimmering above the empty desert. 

“It’s a good thing your fortune was in your legs, not 
in a pretty little-girl face. Because you aren’t a little 
girl anymore. What will it be next birthday— 
twenty-six? And what do you want for your birthday, 
big girl? A well, you say? A nice, deep, clean, sweet, 
endless well?” 

Hope’s laughter was musical and humorous and sad. 
Almost twenty-six years ago her father had brought in 
a well that was nice and deep and clean and sweet. He 
had named it, and his just-born daughter, Hope. But 
the well hadn’t been deep enough. Unless a miracle oc- 
curred, it would run dry by her twenty-sixth birthday. 
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The empty water truck rattled and shook down the 
steep grade to the Turner ranch boundary. More than 
miles separated the two ranches. One ranch had water. 
The other did not. 

It was as simple and final as that. 

No fences separated the two ranches. It wasn’t nec- 
essary. No Turner cattle would wander miles away 
from water onto dry Gardener land. As for Gardener 
cattle, there had never been enough to wander any- 
where. There had been plans, though, and dreams. Her 
grandfather’s. Her father’s. Her own. 

And there had been the land, a land Hope loved as 
she had never loved anything else. Other girls had 
dreamed of boyfriends and babies, honeymoons and 
happily-ever-afters. Hope hadn’t. 

Any desire she might have had to share her girl- 
friends’ dreams had died on her eighteenth birthday. 
What little trust in men and love she’d had after that 
night had been ground to nothing as she saw her own 
mother and Julie, her beautiful older sister, go through 
hell in the name of love. 

Watching them had taught Hope to pour her faith 
and dreams and hungers into the land. Its tawny power 
called out to her senses as no man ever had. 

The land endured and love did not. 

Deep inside herself, she had always known that she 
was a woman born for enduring things. Unlike her 
mother, Hope knew she wouldn’t be able to walk away 
from a man she loved. Unlike her sister, Hope couldn’t 
go from man to man, leaving behind pieces of herself 
until nothing remained but a hollow smile. 
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A jerk from the steering wheel yanked Hope out of 
the unhappy past into the demanding present. She 
wrenched the steering wheel hard, holding the lumber- 
ing Behemoth to the rutted road. 

The truck rounded a shoulder of the rugged hills and 
dropped down into a long, narrow valley. At the lower 
end of the valley, one of Turner’s windmills rose thinly 
above the land. There was a startling flash of green 
around the machinery, sagebrush and willows and 
grass gone wild, a silent shout of vegetation signaling 
the presence of water. 

The patch of lush green was just under ten acres. In 
the center of the ragged emerald saucer sat a circular 
metal tank that was filled to overflowing by the wind- 
mill’s tireless turning. The windmill’s metal straw 
went more than six hundred feet into the earth, sipping 
up water that was clean and cold and pure. 

Cattle lay in the lacy shade of huge clumps of sage- 
brush and desert shrubs, chewing quietly, waiting for 
the sun to descend. The Herefords’ russet hides made a 
rich contrast to the green oasis. 

Despite Hope’s weariness, she shouldered open the 
stubborn cab door and jumped lithely to the ground. A 
quick look beneath Behemoth’s ungainly barrel as- 
sured her that the lower valve was closed tight. After a 
brief struggle with balky canvas coils, she connected 
the intake hose. There was another struggle to connect 
the hose to her patchwork pump. 

The portable generator that ran the pump was so old 
that it had to be started with a hand crank. She had dis- 
covered the pump rusting in the barn almost three 
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months ago. That was when she had the idea of haul- 
ing Turner water to Gardener cattle in the hope of sur- 
viving until the rainy season began. 

At first it had been a trip every three or four days 
through the searing August sun to supplement her 
ranch’s overworked wells. But by October the rains still 
hadn’t come, not even to the high country of the Sierras 
Perdidas. She’d made the trip to Turner’s well every 
two days, then every day. Twice a day. Four times a day. 
Dawn to dusk and then even longer as the drought con- 
tinued and the water table fell more and more, slowly 
going beyond the reach of her ranch wells. 

When the wind alone couldn’t draw enough water 
from the depths of the land, she had connected 
portable generators to three of her windmills. Now, on 
the last day of October, her generators worked around- 
the-clock to bring up less and less water. And Hope— 
Hope worked until she couldn’t lift her arms to drag 
Behemoth around one more bumpy curve. Only then 
did she sleep, a sleep haunted by the bawling of thirsty 
cattle. 

She pulled off her leather work gloves, stuck them 
into the hip pocket of her jeans, and picked up the bat- 
tered tin bucket that leaned against the pump. Like her 
cattle, Behemoth’s radiator had a bottomless thirst. 

A gust of unseasonably hot wind swelled through 
the narrow valley, making the windmill’s arms turn 
with lazy grace. 

As Hope reached to dip the pail into the huge cir- 
cular trough, she hesitated, caught by the beauty of 
water welling over the lip of the metal pond. The fluid 
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silver veil fell musically to the ground, creating a rich, 
dark ribbon of earth that cattle had churned into ankle- 
deep mud. 

The mud didn’t bother her. It made her envious. She 
would have moved heaven and earth to see mud like 
that around her own wells. Her stock tanks didn’t over- 
flow slowly, turning baked ground into a wealth of 
earth oozing with promise. Her own wells couldn’t 
even keep up with the searching, dusty muzzles of her 
cattle. 

Balancing on the plank walkway that she had made 
over the slick mud, she braced herself against the tank. 
Overflowing water was a cool shock against her thighs 
and a dark stain spread down her jeans. She set down 
the dry bucket, put her hat inside, and thrust her arms 
elbow-deep into the sweet water. She brought her 
cupped hands to her face in a silver shower of moisture 
and laughter that was as musical as the sound of water 
overflowing. 

Deep within one of the nearby thickets, a horse 
moved restively at the sudden sound of laughter. The 
rider bent his dark head next to the horse’s and mur- 
mured softly. The mare quieted, returning to her three- 
legged doze. 

With the silence of a shadow, the man flowed out of 
the saddle. He had heard the truck’s labored approach 
and had watched Hope’s efforts to set up the makeshift 
hose that would fill the empty truck. He had lifted the 
reins to guide his horse out of the concealing brush to 
offer help, but something about her had stopped him. 

Though obviously tired, she moved with the grace 
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of a wild thing as she filled the big truck’s steaming ra- 
diator and coped with the ancient equipment. Slender, 
determined, she used an instinctive knowledge. of 
leverage when her own strength wasn’t enough to han- 
dle the awkward machinery. A hip braced here, a 
shoulder thrust there, a quick twist of her hands, and 
she coaxed the ragged canvas hose into place. 

And then her laughter came, as bright and unex- 
pected as water in a desert. 

Now her faded jeans and shirt clung wetly to her, re- 
vealing a body as surprisingly lush as the dark tumble 
of her hair burning beneath the sun. She was long- 
legged, elegantly curved, and her breasts were com- 
pletely outlined by the wet blouse. 

He couldn't help responding to the picture she made as 
she stood arched against the sky, totally lost in her sensual 
response to the sparkling water pouring from her out- 
stretched hands. He wondered if she would come to a 
man like that, nothing held back, nothing calculated, a 
quicksilver woman laughing and shimmering in his arms. 

A slight smile softened the otherwise unyielding 
lines of his face. No wonder John Turner had kept try- 
ing to lure Hope into his bed by proposing marriage. If 
rumor was true, she kept turning him down, had been 
turning the rancher down since she came back to the 
ranch two years ago. 

That had made him curious enough to ride his mare 
out to the well on a day that was hot enough to cure 
leather. He’d wanted to see a woman who cared more 
for a doomed ranch than she did for any man, even a 
rich white-eyes. 
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Any other woman would have given in to the in- 
evitability of sinking water tables and drought-ridden 
land. Any other woman would have shaken off the Val- 
ley of the Sun’s brutal demands like a dog coming out 
of water and would have been happy to curl up at 
Turner’s big feet. 

But not this woman. She was out here alone, a bat- 
tered tin bucket in one hand and her dreams in the 
other. 

Hope put on her hat, filled the bucket, primed the 
pump, pulled on her gloves with a few practiced mo- 
tions, and began wrestling with the crank that was sup- 
posed to start the generator. The iron handle was long 
and had been in the direct sunlight. Even through 
leather gloves, the rough iron felt warm. 

Like Behemoth, the machine was stubborn. Hope 
had to use both hands and a lot of determination just to 
make the crank turn. To make it turn fast enough to 
start the generator took every bit of strength she had. 

With a grimace she forced her tired arms to drag the 
crank around quickly. The generator sputtered and al- 
most caught. Encouraged, she worked harder, thinking 
of her beautiful black breeding cattle waiting by their 
hot, dry trough. Far too hot for October, nearly No- 
vember. Far too dry. 

If it wasn’t for this wretched generator, she would 
have been forced to sell off the last of her range cattle 
and the first of her Angus. The thought gave strength to 
her aching arms. The generator coughed and shivered, 
but refused to catch. 

fLet:mevhelp/’ 


14 ELIZABETH LOWELL 


The quiet male voice startled Hope. She let go of the 
crank and whirled around. 

Only the man’s quickness saved her from getting a 
painful rap as the crank’s long iron handle leaped up- 
ward, completing the circuit she had begun. He lifted 
her out of danger with one arm and with the other hand 
snagged the crank handle. 

Automatically Hope balanced herself by putting her 
hands on his shoulders. Even as she wondered who he 
was, her senses registered the bunched strength of his 
arms and the long, resilient muscles of his torso and 
legs. 

The man moved and she found herself safely on her 
feet again as suddenly as she had been snatched off 
them. 

‘‘I—thanks,” she managed. 

He nodded but didn’t look away from the generator. 

Hope watched while he worked the ancient machine 
with a power and coordination that fascinated her. He 
was well over six feet tall, long-limbed, wide- 
shouldered. The hair that showed beneath his battered 
Stetson was thick and straight, as blue-black as a raven 
flying through the desert sky. His clothes were dusty 
from riding, but otherwise clean. A shadow of satin- 
black hair showed in the open front of his faded blue 
work shirt. His skin was dark, almost mahogany. His 
boots were like his leather belt—supple, worn, of the 
highest quality. The buckle closing his belt was smooth 
silver with an intricate inlay of turquoise, coral, and 
mother-of-pearl. 

She recognized the Zuni workmanship and the cryp- 














BEAUTIFUL DREAMER i) 


tic symbols telling of a shaman calling down rain upon 
the thirsty land. Gradually she realized that the buckle 
was not an ornament for this man. Like his hair and his 
skin, the symbols were part of his heritage. 

The generator surged into life, sucking water from 
the circular trough. The hose leading to the truck began 
to swell. She watched as the man studied the generator, 
made an adjustment in the hose coupling, and listened 
with a cocked head to the engine’s racket. In some 
ways he reminded her of her stallion, Storm Walker. 
There was a physical assurance about him that spoke 
of horizons explored, tests passed, and a primal aware- 
ness of his life in relation to the land around him. 

The hose became as tight as a sausage. Water shot 
out in a fine spray from the coupling he had adjusted. 
There was less water wasted than usual, because he 
had tightened the coupling more securely than Hope 
ever had been able to. 

“Sorry,” she said, laughing and ducking as mist 
beaded her face. “I should have warned you about the 
connection.” 

He could have gotten away from the spray. Instead, 
he swept off his hat, unbuttoned his shirt, and let the 
cool water bathe him as he worked over the coupling. 

She watched, fascinated in ways she didn’t under- 
stand. Unlike most cowboys, the stranger didn’t have a 
line of chalk-white skin beneath the band of his hat. 
Nor was his chest white beneath the open shirt. Despite 
the desert’s harsh sun, it was obvious that he spent at 
least part of his time hatless and bare to the waist. It 
was also obvious that he was a man fully alive to all of 


16 ELIZABETH LOWELL 


his senses. His naked appreciation of the water struck 
a primitive chord within her. 

His hands both coaxed and coerced the metal 
threads of the coupling into a tighter mating. As he 
worked, water drops beaded brightly over the tanned 
skin and smoothly coiling muscles of his arms and 
back. Slowly the spray diminished to little more than a 
sheen of moisture trickling from the corroded brass 
and sun-bleached canvas. 

He shook back a thick wedge of hair from his 
forehead and replaced his hat. “Sometimes the best 
part of life is an accident that goes right.” His voice 
was deep, calm, subtly gentled by a southwestern 
drawl. 

With a brief touch he led her away from the noisy 
generator into the lacy shade of a clump of brush. 
Using quick glances, he checked the fat hose and the 
generator and the well. 

“You can’t be a cowboy,’ Hope said in a low voice, 
thinking aloud as she watched him. 

He looked at her suddenly. She saw that his eyes 
were blue-black, clear, almost shocking in their inten- 
sity. They were also as aloof and private as a winter 
sky. 

“Most cowboys have white foreheads and chests,” 
she explained, feeling more than a little foolish. 

His smile took her by surprise. At first glance she 
had simply thought of him as another range rider— 
taller than most, yes, and stronger, but still just one 
more cowhand. Then he had opened himself to the di- 
amond spray of water and smiled, and his words had 
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revealed the humor and intelligence beneath his tanned 
face. 

She took off her work glove and held out her right 
hand. “Hope Gardener.” 

He held out his hand and said simply, “Rio.” 





| 


Two 


RIO’S BIG HAND enveloped Hope’s. She had a distinct 
sensation of warmth and strength before his hand re- 
leased hers. She watched him pull on his worn leather 
work glove again. Like his voice, his eyes, and his coor- 
dination, his hand was unexpected. Long fingers tapered 
to well-kept nails, hard strength that was careful of her 
softer flesh. It was the hand of a musician or a surgeon. 

But there were scars across his knuckles, and a 
quickness that could either comfort or threaten. 

The realization made uneasiness streak through her. 
She remembered another man with scarred knuckles. 
John Turner didn’t have any comfort in him at all. Yet 
Rio did. She was certain of it. There was both gentle- 
ness and warmth in his smile. 

More important at the moment, there was reassur- 
ance in his way of being close to her without crowding 
her sexually. Turner had been good at that kind of in- 
timidation. He still was. | 
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Sighing unconsciously, she relaxed with Rio as she 
had relaxed with few men since her eighteenth birth- 
day. 

“Rio,” she murmured. 

Her hazel eyes shifted focus, turning inward. She 
had heard that name before. Just Rio. No first or last or 
middle name. Spanish for “river.” She tried to remem- 
ber if it was Mason who had mentioned Rio. 

“T keep thinking I’ve heard that name before,” she 
said. 

“Maps,” he offered laconically, his smile lurking 
just on the point of release. “Rio Bravo. Rio Colorado. 
Rio—” 

“Verde and Amarillo and Grande,” she finished, her 
voice as dry as his. But unlike him, she smiled openly 
even though she sensed that he wasn’t going to say any 
more about himself. “And a whole lot of other rios I’ve 
never even heard of, I’d bet.” 

“You’d win,” he agreed. “The Indians were here 
first, but the Spanish knew how to write. And since 
white men couldn’t wrap their tongues around Indian 
words .. .” Rio shrugged, not finishing his sentence. 
The maps spoke for themselves: Spanish rather than 
Indian names. 

Without bothering to button his shirt, he swiftly 
tucked it into his jeans. “Hear you’re looking for 
water.” 

She barely listened to his words. His quickness fas- 
cinated her, as did his grace. She decided that he was 
more like a mountain cat than a stallion. Or maybe he 
was some of both, a legend born out of its time, 
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trapped in a century that had neither appreciation of 
nor use for myth. Nor, she admitted silently, for Indi- 
ans themselves. 

It must have been hell for a man of Rio’s intelli- 
gence to suffer the casual abuse of bigots. 

Then the meaning of Rio’s near-question penetrated 
her wandering thoughts. “Er, yes. I ran several ads for 
a hydrologist.” 

“Willing to take risks,’ ” he quoted softly. “Like you. 
You’re a gambler.’ His voice was dark and certain. 
“You're a dreamer, too. And I’m a man who finds water.’ 

Hope’s smile slipped. Gambler. Dreamer. Obviously 
he had read her ad and thought little of her chances of 
finding water. Grimly she waited for the rest of his act. 
She had heard it all before, from other con artists. The 
words varied, but the meaning didn’t: she had a glow- 
ing, water-filled future if she would just trust him with 
her small savings. 

Patiently, gathering her dream around her like 
armor, Hope braced herself for the disappointment of 
having this intriguing stranger turn into another con 
man who had come to the Valley of the Sun to see how 
many dollars he could wring from her hopes. 

Even if he wasn’t a con artist, she told herself bit- 
terly, what made a drifting cowboy think that he could 
find water where certified hydrologists had failed? And 
what vast store of experience gave him the right to 
make fun of her and her attempts to save her ranch? 

Because that was what he was doing. He was offer- 
ing to work for her and at the same time he was saying 
that it was useless. 
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Gambler. 

Dreamer. 

“No.” Hope’s voice was as cool and impersonal as 
water flowing over the steel lip of the tank. “I’m nei- 
ther a gambler nor a fool. I believe there is a fighting 
chance of finding artesian water beneath the Valley of 
the Sun. That’s all I ask. A fighting chance.” 

Rio’s dark eyes narrowed as he measured the change 
in her. Now he could believe that this slender, lonely 
young woman had refused John Turner and every other 
prowling male in the West’s Basin and Range country. 
The Hope who was speaking now was someone who 
counted no unhatched chicks, asked no favors, and 
took no prisoners. She knew what she wanted. 

And what she wanted was the land. 

He understood that. The land was what he had al- 
ways wanted, the only thing that he had taken from 
life: the West, all of it, rich and wild. 

And he was the wind moving freely over the face of 
that land. 

“Dreamer doesn’t mean fool,” he said quietly. 

Though she said nothing, Hope’s mouth flattened 
even more. She had watched her sister’s dreams, and 
her mother’s. Maybe all dreamers weren’t fools, but 
the dreamers she knew had died too soon, too disillu- 
sioned, crying for men who never loved them in return. 

Hope had learned that she couldn’t control other 
people’s dreams, but she could control her own. She 
could ask for only what was possible. 

Artesian water, not a dream of love. 

Water would give back to her the one enduring thing 
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in her life—the Valley of the Sun. The land had been 
here long before drought and men who didn’t love 
enough. The land would be here long after all men 
were less than dust lifting on a dry wind. 

‘Ask Mason,” Rio said. “Then decide.” 

‘He turned and walked back into the sagebrush 
clump. When he emerged a moment later, he was rid- 
ing a mouse-gray mare that moved as though she had 
been born in the wild and only recently tamed. Yet the 
horse was no more an average slab-sided mustang than 
Rio was an average tongue-tied cowhand. The mare 
might have been raised wild, but Arab blood ran hot in 
her veins and intelligence glowed in her wide dark 
eyes. 

“She’s perfect,’ Hope said almost reverently, think- 
ing of Storm Walker and the incredible foals that might 
come of such a mating. “If you ever want to breed her, 
bring her to—” 

“Storm Walker,’ Rio interrupted. “I know.” 

He reined the mare around Hope, riding as he had 
walked, with economy and grace and power. A tiny 
motion of his left hand lifted the mare into a long lope. 
He merged his body with the animal’s supple move- 
ments as though he was part of her. 

“Yes. Storm Walker,” Hope said finally. 

She was talking to herself. Only a faint hint of dust 
in the air remained, proof that for a time she hadn’t 
been alone. There was no sound but that of water 
falling into the rapidly filling barrel of the truck. The 
windmill turned slowly, bringing up more water. De- 
spite that, the level in the tank kept dropping, liquid | 
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wealth transferred into Behemoth’s steel belly, Turner 
water on its way to thirsty Gardener cattle. 

The thought of using someone else’s water didn’t 
make Hope feel like a charity case. She would have 
done the same for any neighbor if she had been the one 
with abundant water and her neighbor’s animals were 
bawling with thirst. John Turner had more than enough 
water for both ranches. 

At one time her father had seen Turner’s interest in 
her as the salvation of the Valley of the Sun. A mar- 
riage would mean money and water piped in from the 
Turner ranch. Her father had been wrong. Turner had 
wanted only Hope’s body, not a woman to marry. 

Then he had tried to take by force what she hadn’t 
wanted to give. 

From old habit her mind shied away from the terri- 
fying night of her eighteenth birthday. Briskly she 
turned off the generator, uncoupled the hose, stuffed it 
into place on the truck’s rack, fastened the stubborn 
clamps down, and swung into the cab. If she hurried, 
she might catch Mason before he had to drive out to 
the wells and refuel the generators. Mason would 
know about Rio. Mason knew about everyone who had 
ever left a mark in the West. 

And despite her doubts about his honesty, Hope was 
certain that Rio had. 

The thought of finding out more about him made her 
impatient with the road, the heavy truck, and her own 
feminine muscles. Skill, technique, and finesse could 
only accomplish so much. If she had Rio’s easy 
strength, she would have gone twice as fast and not 
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worried about losing control of the truck on the tight 
corners and deep ruts. 

By the time Hope drove into the ranch yard and 
turned off the overworked engine, she was hot and 
tired all over again. Even in the late afternoon the sun 
hadn’t lost any of its intensity. It was hot for the very 
end of October. Much too hot. Sweat had long since 
replaced cool well water on her skin. 

She spotted Mason just as he climbed into the 
pickup truck that was the ranch’s only other trans- 
portation. 

“Mason!” she called. 

As he turned and faced her, she leaped down out of 
the water truck’s high cab. Even across the dusty yard 
she could see a smile send creases through his leathery 
face as he watched her. Beneath his worn Stetson, his 
collar-length, fine silvery hair stirred in the wind. 

“You're back early,’ he said. “I left you some 
lemonade.” 

“How about ice?” 

Even as she asked the question, she tried not to 
smile. She knew that the old man loved ice, and he 
hated refilling ice trays the way a cat hates mud. When 
she was gone all day, she usually returned to an empty 
freezer, a jumble of ice trays in the sink, and an em- 
barrassed smile on Mason’s lined face. 

He tried to look offended and failed entirely. He 
chuckled. “You know me too good, gal.” 

“After all these years, I should hope so.” 

Slipping her arm through his, she led him into the 
relative coolness of the kitchen. Two years ago, when 
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she had come back to the ranch to live full-time, she 
had taken some of the money she earned modeling 
hosiery and transformed the worn kitchen into a bright 
center of ranch life. 

In January and February, when the long winds blew 
from the north, she and Mason played cribbage on the 
old oak table. As they played, she coaxed stories out of 
him, the lives of his father and uncles, grandfathers and 
great-uncles and great-grandfathers, the women they 
married, the children who died young and the ones 
who survived, the people who built and the people who 
destroyed. 

The living history was shared with her in the gravelly, 
wry words of a man almost three times her age, a man 
whose ancestors had known the best and the worst the 
West could deliver. It was her own history, too, for 
Mason’s family had worked alongside her mother’s fam- 
ily in the Valley of the Sun for more than a hundred years. 

Yet the ranch’s beauty and history had never 
touched Hope’s mother. She had hated the Valley of the 
Sun, had cursed its tawny heights and shadowed 
canyons with a depth of bitterness that had once terri- 
fied her younger daughter. 

“Have you ever heard of a man called Rio?” Hope 
asked quickly. She didn’t want to remember her 
mother, a woman who had loved and hated as deeply 
as anyone Hope had ever known. 

“Big man, easy-moving, kind of an Indian look to 
him?” 

“Ummm,” she agreed. “With a smile that makes you 
believe in life everlasting.” 
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Mason shot her a sideways glance. ““Musta took a 
liking to you. Rio don’t smile much.” 

“He was probably laughing at me,’ she said, re- 
membering Rio’s comments about dreamers and gam- 
blers. 

“Doubt it.” 

“He don’t laugh much?” she suggested, imitating 
Mason’s ungrammatical drawl. 

“Good thing you got them pigtails cut, or I’d be 
pulling ’em sure as hell.’ Mason’s smile faded as he re- 
versed an old wooden kitchen chair and braced his 
arms across the back of it. “Rio don’t laugh at nobody 
but fools. You may be stubborn as flint, but you ain’t 
no fool.” 

She squeezed the old man’s shoulder affectionately. 
Beneath her fingers he felt like a handful of rawhide 
braid. Age hadn’t stooped him, or even slowed him 
very much. Except for the occasional arthritis in his 
hands, Mason was still nearly six feet of “hard times 
and bad water,’ as her father had once described his 
foreman, mentor, and best friend. 

The refrigerator made a cool, companionable sound 
as she opened and shut it. She carried her glass of 
lemonade—no ice—to the table and sat down. 

‘What does Rio do?” she asked. 

“Breaks horses.” 

Hope tried to match Mason’s laconic description to 
the complex reality of the man called Rio. “Is that all?” 

“If you’re Rio, it’s a good plenty. He’s part horse 
hisself. Swear to it. Ride anything that grows hair. 
Gentle about it, too.’ Mason stretched his arms over 
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his head with a force that made ligaments and joints | 
shift and pop quietly. “Never knew him to bloody a 
horse, and he’s rode more than one that had it coming.” 

Hope took a sip of the fresh, tart drink and sighed. 
‘He said he was a man who found water. He said to ask 
you and then decide.” 

Though Hope wasn’t looking, she sensed Mason’s 
sudden and complete attention. Faded green eyes fas- 
tened on her with an intensity that somehow reminded 
her of Rio. 

“He liked something about you,’ Mason said flatly. 
Then, seeing her tighten, he added, “Nope, not like 
that. Oh, you’re plenty of woman and he’s sure enough 
a hell of a man, but that won’t saddle no broncs for 
Rio. If he said he’d look for water, it’s because you did 
something he liked.” 

“He was at Turner’s well. All I did was wrestle with 
that mulish generator.” 

Mason looked at Hope. The coltish girl of his mem- 
ories had grown into a woman as beautiful as her 
mother had been. But unlike her mother, Hope didn’t 
care about her own beauty. Nor did she hate the ranch. 
She was part of it, as deeply rooted in the land as the 
plants that tapped hidden water far below the desert 
floor. 

Like her older sister, Hope had tousled dark hair and 
a generous smile that set men to dreaming. But Hope 
didn’t see it, nor the men she drew. All she saw was the 
land, and she was willing to work for what she saw. 
Her sister hadn’t been. Julie had been as pretty as a 
butterfly—and as useless when there was work to be 
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done. As for Hope’s mother, she simply hated the land 
too much to work it well. 

“Rio liked your grit,’ Mason said, nodding to him- 
self. ““That’s the only thing he respects. Grit.” 

“Well, I’ve plenty of that,’ she said, deliberately 
misunderstanding as she wiped her dusty face with the 
back of her equally dusty arm. “Can he do it?” 

Mason’s eyes narrowed and looked inward. “Honey, 
if there’s water anywhere on the ranch, Rio will find it.” 

“How?” 

The old man shrugged. “I heard it said he’s a water 
witcher, a dowser, grandson of a Zuni shaman. I heard 
he was a soldier and a mapmaker. | heard he was raised 
in a Houston skyscraper and on an Indian reservation 
beyond the Perdidas. I heard he was educated east of 
the Rockies and knows the West better than any man 
alive.” 

“How much of that do you believe?” Hope asked cu- 
riously. 

Mason lifted his battered, sweat-stained Stetson and 
settled it more firmly on his head. “All of it. And Pl 
tell you this,’ he added, pinning her with a shrewd 
green glance. “Rio’s smart and quiet and faster than 
any rattler God ever made. He’s part Indian and all 
man. He don’t push worth a damn, and he’s pure hell 
in a fight. I once saw him take apart three yahoos in 
less time than I could pour a cup of coffee.” 

“You make him sound—brutal.” 

Mason was eyeing Hope’s lemonade when he sorted 
out what she hadn’t quite said. 

“Like Turner?” he asked bluntly. 
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She let out a breath. “Yes.” 

“Not a chance. Turner’s bone-deep mean. He likes 
hurting people.” 

With difficulty Hope concealed a shudder. She knew 
that part of Turner’s personality all too well. 

“Rio’s easygoing when easy gets it done, and no 
meaner than he has to be the rest of the time.” Mason 
rubbed his aching knuckles and looked at her. “Honey, 
two of those three men Rio whipped had knives. There 
was a lot of loose talk about how they was going to 
skin out the breed that thought he was good enough to 
drink with white folks. Whatever those men got, they 
had coming, and then some.” 

She turned her head quickly, catching the hard look 
on Mason’s face. “You really like Rio, don’t you?” 

“If God had seen fit to give Hazel and me kids,” 
Mason said evenly, “I’d have died proud to sire a son 
like Rio.” 

For a minute Hope couldn’t find any words to say. 
She had never heard Mason talk about anyone as he 
did Rio, not even the near-mythical figures out of his 
family’s past. 

‘Where did you meet Rio?” she asked finally. 

Mason hesitated. He lifted his hat again, settled it 
with a jerk, and said, “It’s Hazel’s story, really, but she 
wouldn’t mind me telling you. Her sister’s kids was in 
trouble, never mind what kind. Rio sorted it out.” 

Hope thought quickly, remembering what she knew 
about Mason’s dead wife. Hazel’s sister had married a 
half-Indian drifter. The man had vanished after a few 
years, leaving four children behind. Part-Indian chil- 
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dren. It shouldn’t have mattered—but there were still a 
lot of places where it did. 

And Rio had “taken apart” three men who hated I[n- 
dians. 

fl sec, Hope munnured. Then, quietly, “I hope 
those men learned a lesson.” 

“Doubt it. Can’t teach a snake to ice-skate. But you 
can set your watch by this,” he added with grim satis- 
faction. “Them three don’t beat up on kids no more.” 

Hope decided that she knew all she needed to about 
the man called Rio: Mason respected him. Whether or 
not Rio could find water, at least he wasn’t a vulture 
hoping to pick at the bones of her dreams. 

“Thanks.” She stood up suddenly and kissed his 
gray-stubbled cheek. 

“You gonna do it?” he asked. 

“Yes.” She started for the phone, then stopped in dis- 
may. “I don’t know how to get hold of him.” 

“Don’t worry.” Mason smiled. “You turn around, 
he'll be there.” 

“But how will he know I want to hire him?” 

‘Same way the wind knows to blow.” 

Hope made an impatient sound. 

Mason looked up, green eyes calm and certain. 
‘“He’s Rio. He’ll know.” 


a 


a a ave ane 


Bia praesent Sade aaa ‘aves 3! bksecla 
. ‘ Phan yas Thmaartae ey 
“yaline ha weer sepneke Gey gant, fut OL Da 
ROT Tee Aha ALen MV Wei) tha bu di Sa 
oie ifidinea nye dotremlntionolll, “ 
esarveg) LAAN WPL NNR iydaereienskilt 
wate ke ob ah week eae TO Shoat 
Apne ie ia? beatae: Sebi: Sathy: ath: saheivs pir 
cuore dldabience Ready ap od ie Toe 
ods uibadidanurtenttes apnad dele aidia: tea bo tenth 
std Weynerl Lee AR ar IN ‘en tl 
Atanas nine cot veal Welt nae a decal yi 
raesriy ath te Py OHI NE OMY an 
éL aia eye sth er" hana Orga ane iat oars ae AE 
cathy (ity Bawa ae NE 
hetero Pe eliaag i 4 tb 
tr Boca téatec chee) “APCD CT ATF mem? oleae 
 eiciey- beth den ot voc wont ' a 

f rae: Froud wets ee OORT} Rs: coo ii 
Rian? | ph -erbrinatieie 
PME BIT ST IPN cine sabe tat ie a 
yo at aad betwe ont, Ca a 


i ajith 































ae 


i 
ria 


| 
~#- 
< 


| YEAS 


Vee att) i 


5 a 


r 
PATOL, { 
7 


paca Ebru imablorh Sys adr au sheidiall 
Twenty ‘ooh ak ce 


. vi haar Sei Pc 


a , 


} 
jum 


ees) Ee rey aye ON Ee <e if 
i three is 
Bie PR len bya eae ee er 

Nik hel ae Ei ty alah 


Three 


HOPE PUT HER hands on her hips and made an exas- 
perated sound. “ ‘He’s Rio. He’ll know,’ ” she repeated 
mockingly. “Big help, Mason.” 

Mason just looked at her with wise green eyes. 

“Tf you had pigtails,” she muttered, “I’d pull them 
right off your stubborn head. I don’t have time to wait 
for Rio to mysteriously know I want to hire him. I need 
water and I need it now!” 

“You always were a headlong sort of gal,’ Mason 
agreed, smiling to himself. “I might be able to find 
Rio, for a price.” 

“What price?” Then she groaned, thinking of the list 
of chores that had to be done, chores that they both dis- 
liked doing. 

“Ice cubes for a week,’ he said. 

“Done.” She smiled wickedly. “You’re slipping, 
Mason. I always do the ice cubes.” 

“Yeah, but now I won’t feel bad about it.” 
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She laughed and shook her head, making light burn 
darkly through her loose curls. “How will you find 
Rio?” 

“Easy. He’s breaking horses for Turner.” 

“Oh.” 

Hope bit back a curse. She really didn’t want to call 
the Turner ranch. Since she had come back to the Val- 
ley of the Sun to live, John Turner had pursued her re- 
lentlessly. The more often she refused him, the more 
determined he was to have her. 

Grimly she nerved herself up for the call she had to 
make. Though she had outgrown her terror of him, she 
still despised him for his casual brutality. Just being 
polite to him was an effort that left her jaw aching. She 
hid her feelings because she knew that they would only 
make him more insistent. His arrogance had to be ex- 
perienced to be believed. 

“Has that son of— Has he been bothering you 
again?” Mason asked, his voice rough. 

She shrugged. “Ever since his aunt’s bank gave me 
a second mortgage on the Valley of the Sun, John 
seems to think he owns me.” 

“I may be near seventy, but so help me God, Ill 
pistol-whip that son of a bitch if he ever touches you 
again.” 

Hope put her hand on Mason’s arm, both restraining 
and reassuring him. Even while her father was still 
alive, Mason had protected her as though she was his 
own daughter. In many ways he was an old-fashioned 
western man. He believed that if a woman said no, she 
meant it, and that was the end of the matter. 
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It was a belief John Turner didn’t share. Like a 
spoiled child, he was obsessed by whatever he couldn’t 
have. His father had prevented him from taking Hope 
eight years ago, but Big Jase Turner had died last win- 
ter, leaving no one to put a leash on his only son. 

With a reflex that came from many years of practice, 
she buried the thought of the Turners and her father’s 
futile dreams of a “good” marriage for his younger 
daughter. It had all happened a lifetime ago. Both fa- 
thers were dead, Hope’s mother was dead, her sister 
was dead. 

Hope was alive. 

In surviving, she had learned the difference between 
a man’s easy promises and the terrifying reality of his 
lust. But more important than yesterday and lies and a 
young girl’s screams, today Hope was a woman whose 
ranch was dying beneath her feet. Next to that fact 
nothing mattered, certainly not the irretrievable past. 

She picked up the receiver and dialed quickly. The 
housekeeper answered the phone on the second ring. 

“Hi, Sally, this is Hope. I’d like to leave a message 
for one of your hands.” 

“PU get John,” Sally said quickly. 

“No, there’s no need to bother him.” 

It was useless. Sally was already gone. Hope closed 
her eyes and waited for the lord and master of the 
Turner empire to come to the phone. 

Mason’s eyes narrowed as he watched a mask settle 
over Hope’s face. It had almost broken his heart when 
he had seen her dropped off by Jase Turner nearly eight 
years ago. Her face had been pale, bruised, and her ex- 
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pression far too old to belong to a laughing girl who 
had just turned eighteen. 

Sighing, cursing under his breath, Mason rubbed his 
neck wearily. Thinking about the past always made 
him feel old and futile. The only good things about 
those years were Hazel and Hope’s father, Wayne, and 
they were both dead now. And Hope, of course. She 
had come out of the past and she was alive. To hear her 
laughter on a winter morning made everything worth 
it. He would do whatever it took to make certain that 
she would never again forget how to laugh. 

“Hello, John,’ Hope said neutrally. “I told Sally not 
to bother you.” 

“It’s never a bother talking to you, baby doll.” 

“Td like to leave a message for one of your hands. A 
man called Rio.” 

There was a fractional pause. When Turner spoke 
again, his voice wasn’t nearly so warm. “What do you 
want with him?” 

She waited for a long moment, letting the rude ques- 
tion echo, before she said crisply, “Sorry to disturb 
you. Good-bye.” 

“Wait! Don’t be so stiff-necked. I’m just looking out 
for your interests. You can’t trust every man, you 
know.” 

Hope thought of water and thirsty cattle and held her 
tongue. Turner’s arrogance and rocklike insensitivity 
shouldn’t surprise her anymore. 

“This Rio is a drifter and a cocksman,” Turner said 
baldly. 

“Tm a big girl. I can take care of myself.” 
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Now. 

Neither of them said the word, but it was there be- 
tween them. Hope hadn’t been able to hold her own 
with a man when she was eighteen, but she could now. 
For that, she could thank John Turner. For that, she 
once had wished him and herself dead. 

The thought almost made her smile now. It was hard 
to believe that she had ever been so young and naive. 

“T thought you and Mason broke all your horses on 
your own,” Turner said. “The ones you have left, that 
is. If you’d just give me the word, baby doll, I’d have 
you three deep in the best horses money can buy. And 
if it’s Storm Walker that’s giving you trouble, I'll be 
glad to put the spurs to him myself. He’s too damn 
much horse for a woman.” 

With a grimace Hope schooled her voice to show 
nothing. When she spoke, she ignored his repeated 
proposal to become Mrs. John Turner. She also ignored 
his casual reminder that she had only five horses left, 
and one of them was a stallion that was a double hand- 
ful of thunder to ride. 

“If you see Rio, tell him I called,” she said. 

“He won’t be in for several hours, maybe not for 
days. He’s an independent bastard. You better tell me 
what you have in mind. He’ll want to know what—” 

‘He already does,” Hope cut in. 

“Wait. Are you coming to the barbecue tomorrow?” 

It was an effort to keep her voice civil, but she man- 
aged. She needed his water too badly to give way to 
her temper. “Sorry. There’s just too much to do here.” 

“Baby doll, you’re working that pretty ass to the 
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bone. You don’t have to. I'll take care of you. I want to. 
You can keep your ranch. Hell, I'll even pipe water 
over for you. It'd be my wedding present to—” 

“Thanks for passing on my message,’ Hope inter- 
rupted firmly, stopping the flow of unwanted words. 

Turner laughed. “All right. But you’re going to say 
yes one of these days.” 

Silently she hung up and turned to face Mason’s 
knowing eyes. 

“Still after you, huh?” the old man asked. 

“It’s just a game with him. If I said yes, he’d take off 
in the opposite direction like a chaparral cock.” 

Mason shook his head slowly. “Don’t you believe it.” 

Her smile was small and tight. “I don’t. But in a 
way, it’s true all the same. If he had me, he wouldn’t 
want me for more than a week or two. That’s just the 
way he is. He’s always been that way. He’ll die like 
that.” 

“Yeah, and he’ll die considerable before his time if 
he tries more than sweet-talking you.” 

Sudden tears burned behind Hope’s eyes. She 
wrapped her arms around Mason. “I don’t know what 
I'd have done without you,” she whispered, hugging 
him hard. “I love you.” 

His large-knuckled hand smoothed her hair while he 
returned her hug. “You’d have been buried in ice 
cubes, that’s what.” Then, almost too softly for her to 
hear, he said, “I love you, honey.” Then he turned her 
in his arms, swatted her paternally on her rear, and 
said, “Now, you git before them cows dry up and blow 
clean to the Perdidas.” 
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“If Rio calls—” 

“Gal, you ain’t been listenin’ to me,’ Mason inter- 
rupted impatiently. “Rio will find you. He don’t need 
no help from me, and he sure don’t need no swagger- 
ing, yellow-bellied son of a bitch like Turner to point 
the way.” 

Hope gave up. She gulped a fast swallow of lemon- 
ade and left Mason to enjoy the spoils of her hasty exit. 

He took the glass, emptied it, and called after her 
from the porch, “Beans and beef at sundown.” 

“And salad,’ she yelled as she climbed into Behe- 
moth’s dusty cab. “There’s lettuce, tomatoes, green 
onions, and mushrooms in the refrigerator.” 

“Rabbit food! You expect me to fix rab—” 

The rest of his outraged words were lost in the roar 
of Behemoth’s engine. It was no accident. Hope knew 
that while Mason might occasionally eat, and enjoy, 
“rabbit food,” he felt it was beneath him actually to 
prepare it. 

He would do it, though, cursing every crisp leaf. 
And he would enjoy it, both the crisp leaves and the 
cursing. The ride to town was long, which meant that 
fresh vegetables were rare at the ranch house. 

Smiling, Hope drove past the home pasture where 
her breeding cattle clustered around the trough, their 
black coats dulled by dust. Alongside the dirt road 
there was a narrow pipeline pitted by sand and sun. 
The well that had once supplied the ranch house’s 
needs had gone dry more than a quarter of a century 
ago. Her father had drilled the well deeper and then 
deeper still, until he struck dense bedrock where earth- 
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quakes had taken water-bearing layers of rock and 
shoved them beneath bone-dry slate. He had cursed 
and dug another well several miles away, on the far 
side of the buried fault. | 

The new well shared Hope’s name. It was water 
from the Hope that had been piped down to the ranch 
house and its outbuildings. 

Other, separate wells once had irrigated the nearby 
pastures and filled the cattle troughs to overflowing. 
No more, though. The fields were dead and the windmill- 
driven pumps that had once brought up water were dis- 
connected, lifeless. The water that came out of the 
wells now wasn’t enough to keep the prime on the 
pumps, much less supply the needs of the black Angus, 
the croplands, and the scattered troughs of the range 
cattle. 

The well her father had named Hope wasn’t dry. Not 
quite. But it couldn’t produce enough water for cattle 
and the ranch house, too. So she had capped the pipe 
leading from the Hope to the ranch house, sold off 
some of the range cattle at a loss, and started hauling 
water to troughs both at the ranch and farther away. 

When even that hadn’t been enough, she had culled 
more range cattle, selling off pieces of her future in 
order to survive the endless dry months. 

The croplands and ranch-house lawns were long 
dead, as were all but the oldest, most deeply rooted 
trees surrounding the buildings. She had been forced to 
let the vegetable gardens beyond the kitchen die, for 
she couldn’t feed the plants’ thirst and that of her cat- 
tle, too. She hauled water for the house from Turner’s 
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wells and fed it into the cistern buried beneath the 
ranch yard. 

And still it wasn’t enough. 

Each day her ranch’s single remaining well sent a 
little less water up to the thirsty surface of the ground. 
Each day the cattle needed a little bit more to drink. 
Each day dawned clear and bright in a barren sky. 

It will rain soon, she vowed quietly. 

Every drought, even the worst, had an end. All she 
had to do was survive until the rains came and the tem- 
porary water holes filled and the groundwater rose up 
again to fill the empty wells. Then grass would grow, 
cattle would breed and fatten and increase in number 
and size, and the Valley of the Sun would live again. 

With the money she had saved from her modeling 
career, she could manage for another year. With luck, 
even longer. She could meet the balloon payment on 
the second mortgage that was due on January fifteenth. 
She could keep the ranch out of bankruptcy even 
longer if she took the money she had set aside for 
drilling a new well and used the funds to meet the 
ranch’s monthly expenses. 

But if she used up the well money, the ranch itself 
was doomed. The rains simply didn’t come as they had 
a century ago, fifty years ago, even thirty years ago. 
Without a new well, a new source of year-round water, 
the Valley of the Sun would be virtually worthless for 
ranching. | 

With hungry eyes Hope looked at the tawny country 
flexed against the endless fall of sunlight. Big sage 
lifted its shaggy gray limbs overhead, making graceful, 
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mysterious patterns against the blue bowl of the sky. 
Shadow creases of ravines outlined the muscular land 
as it rumpled up to meet the heights of the Perdidas to 
the east. Plants in subdued shades of green and bronze 
grew on the broad alluvial fans that swept out from the 
base of the mountains. | 

After a good storm, when runoff streams tumbled 
down into the low basins, there were temporary lakes 
where migratory birds flocked and wary desert animals 
left delicate, braided trails along the soft shorelines. In 
the winter the alluvial fans were green with grass and 
new growth, and bright with the streams that ran dry 
during the hot weeks of summer. 

But now, too often, those same streams were dry 
longer each year, until ravines and pools that had once 
watered range cattle no longer even grew grass. That 
was when ranches drank deeply from their wells. 

That was when wells failed. 

The resinous, tangy smell of the high desert poured 
through the truck’s open window. Hope breathed in 
deeply, letting the clean scent of the land revive her. 
The sun coming through the windshield was hot, 
though not nearly as hot as it had been three months 
ago. 

But even then, even when the ranch baked beneath a 
brutal sun, Hope loved the land. The searing days only 
made the brief twilight more silky, and the nights were 
like drinking dark wine from an immense crystal chal- 
ice. There was no other place like the Valley of the Sun 
for her. Anywhere. She knew it as certainly as she 
knew her own name. 
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Hope turned off the ranch road onto a track that was 
little more than twin ruts. In the rainy season the ruts 
would soften, run like sticky wax, and then, for a short 
time, freeze in the cold northern winds. But by then it 
wouldn’t matter if the road was impassable. In the sea- 
son of winter rains and ice she wouldn’t have to haul 
water to the widely scattered troughs. 

Behemoth lurched and veered sideways like a ham- 
merheaded horse determined to go back to the barn. 
Hope yanked the wheel and hung on until the truck 
was lined up with the road again. The ache in her 
shoulders told her that it was going to be all she could 
do to drag down the heavy canvas hose, connect it, and 
pull it to the dry steel trough through the milling, 
thrusting, thirsty cattle. Yet it had to be done at least 
once more today. 

It should be done twice. 

Hope didn’t let herself think about it. Under her re- 
lentless grip the truck bounced over the top of a small 
rise and toward her namesake well. 

Rio was there, waiting. 
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HOPE BRAKED IN a turmoil of dust and crept toward the 
empty trough. Scenting Behemoth’s cargo of water, 
cattle bawled and swarmed around the truck, making it 
impossible for her to get closer to the trough. 

Without a word Rio swung into the saddle and went 
to work on the cattle, herding them aside. His mare 
worked neatly, precisely, gracefully, spinning on her 
haunches, turning cattle away from the truck with a 
well-trained cow pony’s lack of fuss. Her rider was just 
as skillful. He rode the swiftly pivoting mare deftly, 
balancing his weight to ease the mare’s work. The 
horse’s motion swept through him, repeated in supple 
movements of his spine. 

Thanks to Rio and his quick pony, Hope was able to 
park the truck right next to the empty circular tank. 
The trough was big, the size of a backyard swimming 
pool. Still inside the cab, she peered down into the 
tank. 
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It was empty. 

She listened for the generator and heard only Behe- 
moth’s engine muttering. Her heart hesitated, then 
sank. The generator’s cutoff switch must have tripped. 
That meant there wasn’t enough water moving through 
the pump. The windmill itself was turning, but all it 
could bring up was a stream of water barely as wide as 
her little finger. As soon as the water fell from the cast- 
iron pipe into the trough, cattle sucked up every bit of 
moisture. 

Hope watched a cow’s big pink tongue lick at the 
damp metal. Ice settled in her stomach. The well her 
ranch depended on was all but dry. 

The exhaustion she had been keeping at bay 
closed over her. She shut her eyes for a few seconds 
and fought against numbing fear. She couldn’t lose 
the ranch. 

Determination rose in her, pushing away fear and 
despair. The cab door rattled and slammed as she 
leaped down to the ground on the side away from the 
empty tank. She avoided the milling cattle easily. They 
wanted water, not her. 

She glanced over the herd as she moved, automati- 
cally checking their condition with an experienced eye. 
The Herefords were lean and hard. Too lean. Too hard. 
They should have been sleek and placid, like Turner’s 
cattle. But her range cattle had to search several miles 
beyond the well for their food and then walk back to 
the tank for water. Each day they had to go a bit farther 
to satisfy their hunger, and then a bit farther back to 
satisfy their thirst. 
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There was nothing she could do about the lack of 
natural feed except pray for rain. That, and make sure 
that her cattle had water to come back to. She knelt 
under Behemoth’s metal belly and went to work, 
swearing silently as she fought to connect the slightly 
warped, definitely corroded coupling to the valve. Her 
arms shook and her shoulders cramped, warning her 
that she was close to the end of her strength. 

There was a slight movement behind her, a brush of 
fabric along her thigh, and then Rio was beside her, 
lifting the hose from her straining hands. Gratefully 
she dropped her arms and watched him wrestle with 
the stubborn coupling. 

“One of the threads is bent,’ she said as he tried to 
find a way to screw the hose on. “There’s a trick to 
threading it. If you’ll hold the hose up for me, I'll do 
the rest.” 

Before she finished talking, he moved the hose so 
that its brass coupling was just short of the valve’s dark 
mouth. She reached through his arms to make the 
threads of valve and hose match. Without the weight of 
the wet hose dragging the end down, it was much eas- 
ier. After a few false starts she succeeded in screwing 
the hose on enough so that she didn’t have to hold the 
brass together with one hand and turn with the other. 

Unconsciously she took a deep breath, bracing her- 
self for the job of tightening the mulish coupling so 
that it wouldn’t blow apart at the first pressure of water 
rushing through. 

Rio felt Hope’s deep breath in the stir of her breasts 
against his arm. When he glanced at her, he realized 
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that she wasn’t aware of the intimacy. She was focused 
on the stubborn coupling with the kind of intensity that 
came only from a combination of exhaustion and fear. 

For the first time he noticed the marks that sweat 
had made on her face, the dusting of grit and the flush 
of heat, and her tempting, fine-grained skin. Strands of 
hair licked down from her hat and swayed across her 
face like dark flames. Her hazel eyes showed almost 
none of the green that had been visible in the pouring 
sun by Turner’s well. Now her eyes were dark, too 
dark, just as her lips were too pale against her flushed 
cheeks. 

Rio wondered how many times she had made the 
trip from Turner’s well to her own dry land and thirsty 
livestock. She must be exhausted. Gently he covered 
her hands with his. Easing her fingers aside, he went to 
work tightening the coupling. 

He was surprised at how difficult it was to keep the 
threads turning delicately and at the same time prevent 
the weight of the hose from jamming the two pieces of 
brass together at the wrong angle. The thought of Hope 
trying and failing and trying again and again to make 
the coupling work brought a hard line to Rio’s mouth. 

Where the hell is Mason? he asked himself silently. 
This is no job for a woman’s arms. How long has Hope 
been making these water runs by herself? 

“Thanks, that should do it,” she said, pulling herself 
out from under the truck. “I'll get the wrench.” 

She came back very quickly. In her hand was a 
plumber’s wrench as long as her arm and a lot heavier. 
Rio took the wrench from her, lifting 1t with an ease 
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that she envied and that he took for granted. She 
watched his faded blue shirt strain rhythmically across 
his shoulders and biceps. He tightened the coupling 
with smooth, powerful motions of his arms. She 
waited, judging her moment, then began to tug at the 
hose, straightening it for the rush of water that would 
come soon. 

“Stay put,” he said. “I'll take care of it.” 

Her arms decided before her mind did. They 
dropped to her sides. She sighed and sat down, resting 
the back of her head against Behemoth’s curved metal 
belly. Quietly she watched the desert-tanned man who 
was crouched so close to her that the faded jeans and 
shirts they both wore were almost impossible to tell 
apart. As he worked, she enjoyed the complex play of 
human muscle and tendon in the same way she had en- 
joyed watching his gray mare handle the impatient 
COWS. 

“Thanks,” she said, rubbing her tired arms. “I owe 
you one.” 

Rio shook his head slowly. He was remembering 
Hope’s beauty when she arched against the sky and her 
hands sprayed liquid diamonds over her beautifully 
curved body. It was an image he couldn’t get out of his 
mind. She had been as vivid and unexpected as a rain- 
bow in the desert. 

And like a rainbow, she had given pleasure and 
asked nothing in return. 

“No,” he said quietly, “you don’t owe me a thing.” 

She turned her head toward him, but he didn’t look 
back at her. All his attention was for the stubborn cou- 
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pling. When he finally finished, he slid out from be- 
neath the truck and propped the wrench against a tire. 
Without a word he began dragging the heavy, stiff hose 
off its rack and into the trough. 

Cattle bawled and shoved and crowded around the 
water tank. Though they kept trying, they couldn’t 
quite wedge themselves between the truck and the 
trough. Rio and Hope wouldn’t be trampled as long as 
they kept to Behemoth’s bulky shelter. 

He pitched his voice to carry over the noise of the 
cattle. “Ready.” 

When Hope didn’t answer, and the hose remained 
slack, he glanced over his shoulder. She was propped 
against the dusty truck, eyes closed, soaking in every 
instant of rest like dry sand absorbing water. Con- 
trasted with the truck’s bulk, she looked very small, al- 
most fragile. 

“Hope?” 

She opened her eyes and smiled up at him. With a 
grace that belied the exhausted shadows beneath her eyes, 
she picked up the heavy wrench, fastened it to the valve, 
and put her whole body into giving it a good solid turn. 

Water swelled the hose and rushed over the lip of the 
tank, thundering hard and fast into the empty trough. 
Cattle bawled and crowded closer, jostling even the 
sturdy truck. When Rio was certain that the hose 
wouldn’t leap up out of the trough and spray water 
everywhere, he slipped back under the ancient army 
vehicle and sat next to Hope. 

“Eager little devils,’ he said, watching the forest of 
dusty legs milling beyond the truck’s shelter. 





BEAUTIFUL DREAMER 51 


“Beautiful little devils.’ Hope was smiling and her 
eyes were alight with pride in her cattle. 

After a time the animals that had been first at the 
water tank allowed themselves to be pushed aside by 
their thirsty friends. The cattle that had shoved in for a 
drink earlier in the day, during Behemoth’s first water 
run, waited on the fringes of the herd or grazed invisi- 
bly among the big sage and scattered pinon that grew 
over the gently folded land. The grazing cattle were the 
same ones that would be most eager tomorrow, up in 
the front of the crowd, shoving and bawling for their 
first taste of water in a day. 

Hope didn’t waste energy trying to talk over the 
noise of her cows. With a half-apologetic smile to Rio, 
she lay on her back in the dust, her head on her hat, her 
eyes closed. She felt light-headed with the pleasure of 
stretching muscles that were cramped from the day’s 
demands. 

This was one of the moments she waited for, when 
the hardest part of water hauling had been done and all 
that remained was uncoupling the hose, racking it, and 
driving Behemoth back to the ranch house. Sometimes 
before she left for home she would take off her clothes 
and slide over the lip of the huge tank. She would pad- 
dle quietly for a time before she rested her arms along 
the rim and floated, watching while glittering stars 
bloomed in the navy-blue depths of evening. 

With an odd smile Rio watched Hope as she lay 
unself-consciously near him. He didn’t know whether 
She was too tired for the usual flirtations or forthright 
advances of the women he had known in the past, or 
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whether she simply didn’t see him as a man because he 
wasn’t all white. 

Then he remembered the times he had turned and 
found her watching him, female approval clear in her 
expression. She was exhausted, not bigoted. 

He was tempted to stretch out next to her, sharing 
the truck’s bluntly curving shelter and resting his body 
at the same time. His day had begun well before dawn, 
when he had caught Dusk, saddled her, and rounded up 
some of Turner’s skittish Thoroughbreds. The horses 
were as elegant as ballerinas, and about as much use 
for working cattle. 

It was Turner’s quarter horses that Rio truly enjoyed. 
They were muscular, cow-savvy, and quick, perfectly 
suited to use with cattle. By the time he was done, John 
Turner would have some of the best cow horses in 
Nevada. 

Then Turner would ruin his quarter horses trying to 
win flashy buckles in rodeos. The man had no more 
sense of how to treat a horse than he did of how to treat 
hired hands, women, or the land itself. He took, but 
didn’t give back. He didn’t even suspect that he should. 

Slouching farther down, Rio propped his head 
against a dusty tire and drew his feet out of the way of 
the eager cattle. He could have slept, but didn’t. In- 
stead he savored the peace of the moment, the cattle’s 
thirst being slaked, the woman resting only inches 
from his thigh, the tactile memory of her breasts brush- 
ing against his arm. 

With a silent curse he told himself what kind of fool 
he was even to look at Hope. She’s not a woman for 
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bed today and good-bye tomorrow. So stop thinking 
about the way she looked outlined against the sky with 
her blouse shaping her the way I'd like to. 

Even if she came to me, asking for me, I'd only hurt 
her. Is that what I want? Do I want to give her a hand 
when she’s down and needs me and then drag her off 
to bed like she’s just one more Saturday night? 

Hell, I outgrew that kind of screwing before I was 
old enough to drink. 

Grimly Rio listened to his internal lecture. He ap- 
proved each point with his intelligence and at the same 
time fought against them with every one of his fully 
alive senses. But despite his prowling masculine 
hunger, he made no move toward Hope. 

Not a word. Not a gesture. Not even a hungry look. 

Instinctively he knew beyond doubt or argument 
that she wouldn’t give herself casually to any man. He 
also knew just as deeply that he didn’t give himself at 
all to any woman, not really, not in any way that mat- 
tered. In the last thirty-three years he had learned many 
things about himself. One of them was that Brother-to- 
the-wind was more than his Indian name. It was his 
fate, and he had finally accepted it. 

He had spent his life searching for something that 
was more powerful, more enduring, more beautiful, 
more compelling, than the endless sweep of the west- 
ern lands. He had found no place, no person, capable 
of holding him when his brother the wind called to 
him, whispering of secret springs and shaded canyons 
where men never walked. 

The other thing that Rio had learned about himself 
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on the way to growing up was that while he was born 
white, raised white until he was twelve, and educated 
white after sixteen, white women didn’t want him. Not 
all of him. They didn’t want his silences or his uncanny 
insights into life and the land. 

Most of all, white women didn’t want to have a child 
that was less white than they were. 

He didn’t really blame them. After what he had been 
through, he could write a book about being not white, 
not being Indian, not being anything to anyone but a 
pain in the butt. 

Rio pulled his hat down over his eyes, shutting out 
the sight of Hope’s vulnerable body within reach of his 
hungry hands. He subdued his desire with the same 
steel discipline that had kept his raging temper under 
control when he was growing up and blonde kids had 
baited him, calling him breed and blankethead. He had 
fought his tormentors with icy ferocity, but he hadn’t 
killed any of them. 

And he could have, even then. 

When he was grown, most of the men who backed 
him into a corner depended on numbers or various 
weapons to make them strong. Rio had learned never 
to depend on anyone or anything but himself. It gave 
him an advantage in sheer ruthlessness that at first sur- 
prised and then overwhelmed his opponents. 

It also made him very much a man alone. He had ac- 
cepted that, too. Brother-to-the-wind. 

Cattle milled and pushed, raising a dust that made 
the air a shimmering brass color. Water rushed out of 
Behemoth, thundering into the stock tank with a cool 
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sound. The smells of cattle, water, and dust merged 
with those of sunlight, pifion, and sage. 

The mixture of odors was soothing to Hope, famil- 
iar, reassuring. She sighed and relaxed even more. Ex- 
haustion washed over her in waves, making her dizzy. 
She realized that she was on the edge of falling asleep 
miles from home while a big stranger half-lay nearby, 
so close to her that she could sense each stirring of his 
body as he breathed. 

Yet she wasn’t worried. Since her eighteenth birth- 
day she had learned quite a bit about people in general 
and men in particular. Rio didn’t give out the signals of 
a man who would leap on the first woman he found 
alone and unprotected. He had looked at her with 
veiled male appreciation, but he hadn’t crowded her in 
any way. 

Even if she hadn’t been sure of her own instincts, 
she trusted those of Mason Graves. Any man he would 
be proud to claim for a son wouldn’t be the kind of 
man to take advantage of people weaker than he was. 

Hope’s only regret about her present situation was 
that she didn’t know Rio well enough to use his shoul- 
der as a pillow rather than the dry, unforgiving ground. 
The thought of curling up against his living strength 
made her smile. 

She was still smiling when she fell headlong into 
sleep. 

Rio watched Hope for a long time, repeating to him- 
self all the ways he was wrong for her and she was 
wrong for him. Then he lay down beside her and eased 
her head off the hard ground and onto his shoulder. 
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She stirred vaguely but didn’t pull away. Instead she 
moved even closer, sighed, and relaxed against his _ 
body with a trust that made him want to shake her 
awake and tell her what fools they both were being. 

Trying not to think at all, Rio lay utterly still, caught 
in the gentle, bittersweet pleasure of holding a woman 
in his arms who trusted him more than he trusted him- 
self. | 





Five 


THE SUN BALANCED in crimson glory on the black out- 
line of a distant ridge. Long shadows reached under the 
battered water truck, dark forerunners of night. The 
stock tank was more than half-full. Its clean water re- 
flected the last burning light of day. 

No cattle milled around the tank. Having drunk their 
fill, the Herefords were out grazing over the rumpled 
land. The cattle looked like carved garnet statues set 
among the nearly black flames of pinion trees. 

The elegant gray mare dozed three-legged next to a 
clump of sage that gleamed a ghostly silver in the rich 
light. The single roping rein Rio preferred to use hung 
loosely around her neck, allowing her freedom to wan- 
der as she pleased. She needed no physical tie, for she 
was held by invisible bonds of training and her affec- 
tion for the man who lay quietly beneath the old water 
truck. 

Rio looked from the thick, dark lashes lying along 
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Hope’s cheek to the stunning transformations of sunset 
in a wild land. He had known many such times, days 
inevitably changed by condensing darkness, cool 
scented winds sweeping down from water-rich heights. 
Yet he had never known a sunset just like this one. 

In the past he had been alone with the land, and now 
a woman lay in his arms as quietly as sunlight in a hol- 
low. 

It was a strange sensation to hold Hope, pleasure 
laced with uneasiness, as though he was a trespasser in 
an intriguing, forbidden land. He wondered if his 
Swedish grandmother had felt this way when she lay 
with her Indian lover, a Zuni shaman whose very exis- 
tence was an affront to the Christianity that she had 
come to teach on the reservation. 

The mare snorted and stamped her front foot, dis- 
couraging a persistent fly. It was the only sound Rio 
could hear. Even the wind was quiet. 

Cool velvet shadows lapped over his feet. He knew 
it was past time for him to awaken the woman sleeping 
in his arms. He should have done it at least a half hour 
ago, when the hose had finished transferring the last of 
its water to the trough. 

Reluctantly, gently, he shifted Hope’s head back 
onto her hat. She made a protesting sound. He brushed 
his lips over her hair, breathed in the fragrance of land 
and woman and earth, and then leaned against the 
dusty tire once more, no longer touching her. 

“Hope,” he said softly. 

She didn’t stir. : 

He allowed his hand to rest on her shoulder, to 
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stroke it, to feel the woman-heat beneath the faded, 
dusty cotton. The temptation to slide his fingers into 
the shadowed opening of her collar swept over him, 
shaking him with its intensity. He wanted to touch the 
sweet curves of her breasts, to follow his hands with 
his mouth, to unwrap her, to take her right there, with 
the night blooming around them in a thousand lumi- 
nous shades of darkness. 

“Hope.” The word was rough, almost painful, as 
though it had been dragged unwillingly from his 
throat. 

She woke in a rush, disoriented. 

He had been expecting it. He held her shoulder 
down so that she couldn’t sit up before she was fully 
awake. His hand was all that saved her from cracking 
her head on Behemoth’s metal belly in the first heed- 
less instant of waking up. 

Her eyes opened dark amber, a color as clear and 
pure as the evening itself. For a moment she was em- 
barrassed; then she smiled crookedly, accepting the 
fact that she had fallen asleep on the most interesting 
man she had met in her life. 

“Did my snoring keep you awake?’ she asked 
wryly. 

Rio had seen both the instant of unease and her hu- 
morous acceptance of reality. His smile transformed 
his face the way moonrise transforms night. Lines that 
had been harsh became gentle, and angles that had 
been forbidding became merely strong. 

“Sorry to disappoint you,” he said, “but you didn’t 
snore even once.” 
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“Must have been your lucky day,” she said, stretch- 
ing luxuriously. “God, I didn’t know the ground could 
be such a soft mattress.” 

“Tt was,” he said, referring to her first comment 
about luck. “It isn’t,’ he added, referring to the soft- 
ness of the ground. 

She blinked and shook her head. Before she could 
ask for an explanation, Rio stood and went over to his 
horse. He led the mare to the tank and watched while 
she plunged her muzzle into the clean water. 

After a few moments Hope stood, dusted off her 
jeans with her palms, and walked over to Rio. She 
would have given a lot for the freedom to peel off her 
clothes and float for just a few moments in the cool 
water. With a small sigh she turned away from the 
tempting liquid. 

‘The only water this tank will ever see is Turner water,’ 
Rio said, watching his mare drink. Then he turned 
quickly, catching the despair on Hope’s face as his words 
sank in. “If you want me to drill here, forget it. It would 
be a waste of my time, your money, and your cows’ lives.” 

Silently Hope counted the rings expanding through 
the water as the horse drank. It wasn’t that Rio’s words 
were untrue or even unexpected. But they were so very 
final. 

It was the end of her dreams spoken in a stranger’s 
calm, certain voice. 

She wanted to protest, to ask Rio how he could be so 
sure, but she didn’t. In the quiet, deep center of herself 
she didn’t doubt him. She sensed that he knew the land 
in a way that couldn’t be described or wholly under- 
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stood. It had to be accepted on trust, the same way she 
trusted the sun to rise in the morning and stars to come 
in the evening. 

Hope fought against the useless tears closing her 
throat. She felt defenseless, neither truly asleep nor yet 
awake, suspended between the end of one dream and 
the beginning of an unwelcome awakening. 

She had enough money to drill her namesake well 
deeper. She didn’t have the resources to find and drill 
an entirely new, probably much deeper well from 
scratch. She didn’t realize how much she had secretly 
counted on being able to revive the Hope until now, 
when she finally and fully accepted the fact that her 
well was dead. 

The despair was numbing. 

‘“Hope—”’ 

“Tt’s all right,’ she said huskily, interrupting him. 
She knew that Rio hadn’t meant to hurt her with his 
blunt assessment of her dream. “I understand.” 

He wondered if she truly did. Then he cursed him- 
self for his unforgiving description of her well. Yet as 
long as she held on to an unrealistic dream, there 
would be no way to give her one that had at least a 
fighting chance of coming true. 

And that was what she had asked him for. A fighting 
chance. 

“T hoped that if I just drilled farther down, through 
the bedrock, I’d strike artesian water,’ she said in a low 
voice. Then, slipping through her defenses, came the 
dying cries of her dream. “Are you sure? How can you 
be so sure?” 
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“Yes, mesure,’ 

Silently Rio watched her with eyes as deep and clear 
as the water she had hoped to find. He was sure. But he 
couldn’t explain his certainty to Hope. It was a combi- 
nation of instinct and education and long experience in 
dry lands. 

“Well,” she said, her voice steady despite its unusual 
huskiness, “thanks for being honest with me. You 
could have cleaned out my drilling account and then 
walked away.” 

“Is that what you heard about me?” Rio’s tone was 
distant, hard. 

She shook her head, making her hair shift and shim- 
mer darkly in the dying light. “No. And even if I had,” 
she added, meeting his eyes directly, “I wouldn’t have 
believed it after being with you. You aren’t a liar or a 
thief.” 

For a long moment they looked at each other, 
silently accepting what was being offered. She trusted 
him not to lie to her. He trusted her to believe him 
without any proof other than his word. 

“Tf there’s water on your land, I'll find it for you,” 
Rio said. His voice was as soft and certain as when he 
had told her that the Hope well was dead. 

She smiled sadly. “Unless the water you find is close 
to the surface, I can’t afford to go after it.” 

“First let’s find the water. Then we’ll worry about 
drilling the well. P’ll work nights and weekends here 
until I’m finished with Turner’s horses. Then [ll work 
full-time.” 

“T can’t afford to—” 





BEAUTIFUL DREAMER 63 


“My pay will be room and board for me and my 
horse,” he cut in, knowing what she was going to Say. 

“That’s not enough.” 

“Do you have any old drilling equipment in your 
barn?” he asked. 

“All the way back to the first well. Why?” 

‘“We’ll salvage what we can. I’ve got some equip- 
ment of my own that I’ll have shipped in. Between us 
we'll put together a drilling rig that won’t cost you 
much. Your biggest expense will be pipe, ‘mud,’ and 
fuel.” 

“And your fee,’ she said firmly. “It isn’t fair that you 
work only for room and board.” 

His smile gleamed briefly in the dying light. His 
eyes were even darker now, as mysterious and radiant 
as the twilight expanding throughout the land. “It isn’t 
fair that you have to do the work of three men just to 
hang on to your ranch.” 

She shrugged. There was no help for it, so there was 
no point in complaining about it. 

“You're going to work until rain falls—or you do,’ 
he said dryly. “Right?” 

His choice of words almost made her smile in spite 
of the grief of losing an old dream. 

“T’m no different from anyone else,” she said matter- 
of-factly. “I do what I can for as long as I can, and I 
hope to God that it will be enough.” 

Rio thought of the men and women he had met who 
had worked as little as they could for as short a time as 
possible, and bitched every step of the way about bad 
luck and bad people and the unfairness of a world that 


64 ELTZABGETH LOW EEL 


didn’t give them everything they had ever wanted. 
Those were the people Rio avoided. 

The other people—the ones like Hope who worked 
their hearts out for a dream and didn’t whine when the 
going got rough—those were the people Rio was 
drawn to as inevitably as rain was drawn to the thirsty 
ground. Those were the people he helped, sharing their 
dreams for a time, giving what he could, taking only 
what they could afford in return. 

When the dreams changed or came true, he moved 
on like his brother the wind, speaking only in the wild 
silences of the land, searching for something that nei- 
ther he nor the wind could name. 

“T’ll help you,’ Rio said softly, “and hope to God 
that it’s enough.” 

“But I can’t afford—” she began. 

“T don’t want money as payment. If I bring in a well, 
Ill leave ten mares to be bred to Storm Walker. You'll 
treat the mares and their foals as your own, no better 
and no worse. From time to time I’1l come to the Val- 
ley of the Sun, take the horses I want, and leave the 
mares to be bred to your best stallion. For as long as 
the water in my well flows.” 

When she started to speak, he put his finger on her 
lips, surprising her into silence. There was sensuality 
in the touch and something else, something indescrib- 
able that made her heart stop and then beat more 
quickly, more deeply. 

“Think carefully before you answer, Hope. Not one 
of my wells has ever gone dry.” 

He lifted his hand, freeing her. 
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She closed her eyes, but still she saw Rio, his sun- 
darkened skin, his eyes deep and clear as the night. 
Echoes of his velvet voice moved like a caress over her 
skin, touching her more deeply than anything ever had, 
even her dreams. 

“Yes,” she said, her voice as calm as his eyes. ““Ten 
mares. Storm Walker.’ Then she looked directly at 
him. “And more, if you want. Horses, cattle, whatever. 
I have a lot of land and no water. Yet.” 

He watched Hope’s expression, felt her truth, heard 
her trust in him, and knew both pleasure and uneasiness. 
He had taken one dream from her and given her another: 
water unending, sweet water reviving her dying ranch. 

But he couldn’t guarantee that the second dream 
would be any more possible than the first. He could 
only guarantee that if it was possible, he would give it 
fever... 

“Sometimes there’s no water to be found anywhere, 
by anyone.” His voice was both quiet and rough. 

She smiled wearily. “Yes, I know. If that happens, 
your mares will still be bred and the foals cared for 
until I no longer own the Valley of the Sun.” 

“No well, no payment.” 

“Your mares will be bred,’ she repeated, her voice 
firm. “Ship them in anytime.” With a wry twist to her 
mouth she added, “Storm Walker will thank you for it. 
This last year I’ve had to use my four remaining mares 
for working cattle rather than for breeding.” 

Rio’s smile gleamed in the gathering darkness. He 
held out his hand. She took it without hesitation, let- 
ting the warmth of him seep into her as the last of the 
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sun’s crimson light fled the sky. His touch was a warm, 
living reality that gave substance to all hopes, all pos- 
sibilities, everything. 

Eyes shining, heart beating rapidly, Hope allowed 
herself to dream again. 

‘For as long as the water flows,” she said, pressing 
her hand against his, both clinging to and giving back 
his touch. 

The echo of his own words went through Rio like a 
wild wind, shaking everything it touched. He wanted 
to tell Hope not to trust him so much, not to believe in 
him so deeply. 

Yet that wasn’t what he wanted to say, not really. 
She could trust him with her dream of water. Her heart 
was a different matter. And it was her heart that accel- 
erated at his touch, making her pulse quicken visibly 
beneath the soft skin of her inner wrist. 

And she wasn’t even aware of it. He could see that as 
clearly as he had seen her courage and determination 
while she worked herself to exhaustion to save her cat- 
tle and her ranch from drought. She thought it was the 
new dream that was stirring her blood and her heart. 

He knew that it wasn’t, not entirely. The same sen- 
sual hunger burned in his own blood as the heat of her 
skin slid over his. 

Rio couldn’t draw back from Hope. Her dream was 
as deep and compelling as she was. That was why he 
wanted to—why he must—help her. He had stopped 
dreaming long ago. The emptiness that had come with 
the end of dreams was a void that even the wind 
couldn’t fill. 
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“When can you start?” Hope asked. She felt oddly 
breathless, suspended between Rio’s male warmth and 
the intimacy of desert twilight. 

“T already have.” 

‘You have? What did you do?” 

“T looked at all your wells.” 

“Oh.” Hope said no more. 

Neither did Rio. There was nothing more to say. The 
Valley of the Sun’s wells were dead. 

She drew in a deep breath. “I see. Since you've al- 
ready started working, it’s past time for me to make 
good on my promise of room and board. Mason will 
have dinner waiting by the time we get back. Nothing 
fancy. Beef, beans, bread, and salad.” 

Rio’s black eyebrows rose. “Salad?” 

“Don’t tell me,’ Hope said, groaning. “You’re an- 
other one of those cowboys who can’t stand rabbit 
food.” 

Gentle laughter curled around her like a caress, like 
his voice when he finally spoke. “No problem. I get 
real hungry for fresh vegetables.” 

“Good. We’ll gang up on Mason and demand our 
rabbit rights.” | 

Still smiling, Rio pulled the cold hose out of the 
stock tank and began wrapping the canvas coils around 
the rack bolted to the end of the truck. Hope helped as 
much as she could, feeding coils to him. By the time 
the hose was stowed away, they were both wet and 
more than a little muddy. 

‘Feel free to take a dip in the tank before you ride in 
for dinner,’ she said as she wiped her hands on her 
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jeans. “I usually do. It’s more fun than a basin bath at 
the ranch.” 

He smiled slightly. “Is that like a bucket bath?” 

“Nope. Less luxurious. Buckets are bigger than our 
washbasin. Until I can take time out from watering 
cows to make another run to Turner’s well, that’s all 
there will be at home—a washrag and a basin of water. 
But,” she added, smiling crookedly at him, “the 
washrag is of the highest quality.” 

Rio smiled in return, though he would rather have 
cursed. Obviously the water shortage at the ranch 
house was little short of desperate; Hope couldn’t sup- 
ply the house and the scattered range cattle at the same 
time. There simply weren’t enough hours in the day or 
strength in her body to do what had to be done. 

Again he wondered what had happened to Mason. It 
wasn’t like him to let a woman work herself raw if he 
could help her out. 

Without a word Rio turned toward his horse and 
whistled. The rising sound carried as cleanly as a 
hawk’s cry through the silence. 

The mare’s head came up and she trotted over to 
Rio. He held the roping rein and looked at Hope. 

“Give her a few seconds to get used to your lighter 
weight,” he said. “She’s the best night horse you’ ll ever 
ride.” 

“But—’” she began. 

“Tll take the truck,” Rio continued without a pause. 
“Don’t wait dinner for me. I'll be a while.” 

Automatically Hope’s fingers closed over the rein he 
handed to her. She hesitated, then decided not to ask 
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the obvious question about where he was going and 
what he was doing. She either trusted Rio or she didn’t. 
In any case, she wasn’t the kind of employer who 
needed to keep her men under her thumb at all times. 

‘Reverse gear is really dicey,” she said. “Avoid it if 
you can. If you can’t, I wish you luck. You'll need it. 
You’ll have a hell of a time getting into another gear. I 
once backed ten miles to the ranch house so that 
Mason could work his magic on the gearbox.” 

Rio smiled at the picture. 

“Keys are in the ignition,’ she continued. “Don’t 
trust the fuel gauge. It always registers half-full. If 
you're going more than fifty miles, drop by the ranch 
house. Diesel is in the blue tank to the left of the barn. 
Gasoline is in the red tank.” 

Rio nodded, started toward the truck, then turned 
back with an odd expression on his face. “Are you al- 
ways this trusting with strangers?” 

“No,” she said evenly. She looked, but couldn’t see 
more than a hint of brighter darkness where Rio’s eyes 
were. “I don’t trust strangers at all.’ Then she smiled at 
her own expense. “And I don’t sleep under trucks with 
them, either. What about you, Rio? Do you let 
strangers ride off with your horse?” 

“Never.” 

The quiet word told Hope more than she had teas- 
ingly asked. No one but Rio had ever ridden the hot- 
blooded mare. 

Before she could say anything more, he came to her, 
laced his hands together to make a stirrup, and lifted 
her onto Dusk. The mare minced restlessly for a mo- 
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ment before she arched her neck around and sniffed 
her unexpectedly small rider’s muddy boot. 

Hope murmured calm words and stroked the mare’s | 
warm, ghostly-gray neck. At a gentle pressure on the 
rein, the horse’s ears came up and she stepped eagerly | 
into the gathering darkness. | 

“See you at home,’ Hope said. 

The words carried softly back to the man who stood 
motionless, watching her until she merged with the 
night. 


S1x 


By THE TIME Hope rode into the ranch yard, she was 
wearing the jacket Rio had left tied behind his saddle. 
Despite being so tired that it was all she could do to 
stay awake, she almost hated to have the ride end. 

Rio had been right about his mare. Dusk was the 
best night horse Hope had ever ridden. Most horses 
were balky or nervous to the point of wildness at being 
ridden alone into darkness. Not Dusk. She moved qui- 
etly, confidently, cleanly, like the man who had trained 
her. Even the sudden whistle of a startled dove’s wings 
hadn’t made her shy. As for the eerie harmonies of 
coyotes, Dusk had simply cocked her ears and walked 
on, unruffled. 

Suddenly a rectangle of yellow light spilled out in 
the yard to meet Hope. Mason stood in the center of 
the light, silhouetted against the doorway. 

“Nice pony,’ Mason said, satisfaction ringing in his 
voice. “Rio’s?” 
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“Yep,” Hope said, imitating Mason’s laconic speech. 

He waited, but she didn’t say any more. “Truck 
break down?” he asked. 

“Nope.” 

Mason waited. 

Silence. 

“You lookin’ for trouble, gal?” he asked in exasper- 
ation. 

Smiling, she reined the gray mare toward the barn. 
“Nope. Just dinner.” 

The old man mumbled something about serving her 
fried horse-apple pie and went back inside, banging 
the screen door behind him. 

“Set an extra place,” she called after him. 

The door slammed open again. 

“Rio’s gonna do it?” Mason demanded. “He’s gonna 
find water for you?” 

‘“He’s going to try.” 

Mason’s whoop of triumph made the mare shy. 

Hope was ready, because she had expected Mason’s 
reaction. Even so, she had to grab the saddle horn or get 
dumped in the dust. The long-legged mare was very fast. 

With a wary appreciation of her mount’s speed, 
Hope dismounted. Her feet ached the instant they hit 
the ground. No matter how comfortable her battered 
cowboy boots might be, her feet were tired at the end 
of a day. So was she. She had been up since well be- 
fore dawn. It would be the same tomorrow. And the 
day after that. 

And every day until the rains came. 

She led Dusk into a stall and rubbed her down thor- 
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oughly despite the fact that her arms cramped every 
time she lifted them above her shoulders. 

“Are you hungry, girl?” she asked. 

Dusk watched her with dark, liquid eyes. 

‘“You’re not as big as Storm Walker, but I'll bet you 
can eat as much as he can after carrying Rio around. 
That man is no lightweight.” 

The horse nudged her impatiently. 

Hope laughed. “All right. You’ve more than earned it.” 

Humming quietly, she put several fat flakes of hay in 
the manger, poured grain in on one side, and hauled water 
for the stall trough from a spigot on the side of the house. 
She brushed the mare from forelock to heels, talking to 
her all the while. The flicking of black-tipped ears fol- 
lowed her words, but otherwise the mare was busy eating. 

Only when Hope was certain that Dusk was content 
in her unfamiliar surroundings did she shut the stall 
door and walk slowly toward the ranch house. She was 
so tired that she felt like she was wading through mud. 
The thought of a long, hot, chin-deep bath made her 
want to moan. 

“Then don’t think about it,’ she muttered to herself. 
“There’s enough water for drinking and for spit baths 
and not one drop more.” 

A basin of warm water waited for Hope in her bed- 
room. She peeled off her clothes, washed carefully, 
rinsed, and refused to let herself think about the bath- 
tub across the hall. After a few swipes of the hair- 
brush through her dark, unquenchably curly hair, she 
went downstairs. Her stomach growled every inch of 
the way. 
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“Dinner?” she asked hopefully, hurrying into the 
kitchen. 

“Light and set,’ Mason said, gesturing toward the 
table. 

He hesitated as he reached for the gallon bottle of 
salad oil. It was heavy as well as slippery, and his hands 
hadn’t been very cooperative for the past few days. He 
paused over the ingredients that were lined up on the 
counter, frowning as he tried to remember the ratio of 
vinegar to oil and salt to pepper for the salad dressing. 

Hope could tell by the careful way Mason used his 
hands that the arthritis in his knuckles had flared up 
again. His pride, too, was in full flare. It was hard 
enough on his self-respect—and temper—when he 
couldn’t handle the water truck and the hose for her. 
Not being able to handle kitchen work would be the 
final insult. 

“T’ll do it,’ she said easily. Then, as though she 
hadn’t noticed Mason’s difficulty with his fingers, she 
added with a wink, “You always use too much oil.” 

‘Rabbit food,” he said, his voice rich with disgust as 
he turned his back on the slick, treacherous bottle of 
oil. “When’s Rio coming?” 

“He said not to wait dinner.” 

“Then I'll just busy myself putting the real food on 
the table.” 

She snickered but didn’t say a word. 

He got out a heavy cast-iron frying pan and banged 
it onto an equally heavy iron burner. ; 

“Price of beef went down half-cent a pound,’ he 
said. 
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Hope’s smile slipped. She concentrated on making 
salad dressing. 

Mason turned the burner up high. Blue and gold 
propane flames exploded around the black iron. 

‘‘Feed’s up in cost,” he said. 

She hoped the icy fear in her stomach didn’t show in 
her voice. “Ouch. Even if it’s a mild winter, we’ll be 
buying feed before spring.” 

Nope...’ 

She paused as she stirred the vinaigrette. “Why not?” 

‘“‘Won’t have no cows to eat it.” Mason’s faded green 
eyes looked squarely into hers. “Gonna have to sell 
some more range cows. You know it. I know it. Gotta 
be done.” 

Her face settled into stubborn lines. “Not yet. I can 
still water them for a while longer. Maybe it will rain 
soon.” 

“Maybe pigs will fly.” 

Head bowed, Hope beat the salad dressing until it 
was mostly froth. 

Mason started to push the argument, then shrugged 
and let it go. As he had said more than once, she was 
stubborn but no fool. 

“Don’t kill yourself, honey.” Butter sizzled in the 
frying pan. ““Nothing’s worth that.” The solid weight of 
a steak smacked against hot iron. ““We both know that 
the longer you wait to sell, the less them cows is gonna 
weigh. Natural feed’s about gone and nothing’s com- 
ing up to take its place. No rain.” 

Mason’s matter-of-fact summary made Hope angry. 
Not because he was wrong, but because he was right. 
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“Then I'll haul feed,” she said tightly. 

He shook his head and didn’t say a word. He knew 
that even if the two of them worked around-the-clock, 
they couldn’t haul water and food to all the cattle. 

Too many cattle. 

Not enough hours in the day. 

Not enough muscle between the two of them. 

But Hope was young. She would have to discover 
her own limits. He had found his long ago, and the 
older he got the more those limits shrank in on him. 

He stared at his swollen knuckles and cursed softly. 
He wasn’t angry at life on his own account, but on 
hers. For her he would have endured the agonies of 
being young again, just to have the strength to help her 
build her dream. She was the daughter he had never 
had. He would have moved mountains for her if he 
could. 

He couldn’t. He could only love her. 

Silently Mason lifted a corner of the steak, declared 
it cooked enough, and flipped it over. 

After a time Hope quit beating the helpless dressing 
and put the beans and salad on the table. She heaped 
some of each on both plates. Then she opened the oven 
door and sniffed. 

The tantalizing aroma of garlic curled up to her nos- 
trils. At one time Mason had insisted that garlic bread 
was a foreign sacrilege that never should be allowed to 
mop up good American beef juices. Eventually he had 
become hooked on the pungent stuff. 

“Eat it before the grease sets,” he said, putting the 
sizzling beef in front of her. 
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She prodded the steak with her fork. “Did you hear 
that?” 

“What?” 

“Tt mooed at me.” 

Mason started to say something indignant before he 
saw the laughter lurking in her eyes. He smiled un- 
willingly, ruffled her just-brushed hair, and went back 
to the stove. 

A low, sweetly rendered mooooo followed him. 

He turned back quickly. An angelic-looking Hope 
was cutting into her bloody steak with every appear- 
ance of satisfaction. 

“Mmmmmm,” she said, chewing slowly. “Mason, 
nobody can almost cook a steak like you.” 

Smiling, singing off-key, a pleased Mason fried his 
own beef. It took even less time than hers had. 

Soon the only sounds in the kitchen were those made 
by flatware against crockery plates, the occasional creak 
of old oak chairs when weight shifted forward or back on 
the seat, and the rapidly accelerating perk of the coffeepot 
as the liquid inside deepened in color and fragrance. 

When Hope could eat no more, she took pity on the 
patient Mason and told him about the agreement she 
and Rio had made. 

Mason listened quietly, nodded at the right mo- 
ments, and smiled like a cat with feathers sticking out 
of its mouth. When Hope was finished talking, he 
wiped his mouth with a paper napkin and pushed back 
from the table. 

“Well, better open the pipe to the water heater,’ he 
said. 
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She stared at him as though he had suggested frying 
one of the oak chairs for dessert. “What are you talk- 
ing about?” 

“Don’t you want a bath, gal?” 

“Well, of course, but—” 

‘Then don’t keep me here jawing with you when bath- 
water could be heating up,” he interrupted cheerfully. 

“Mason.” She spoke slowly, carefully, as though he 
was deaf or stupid or slightly crazy. “If I take a bath, 
there won’t be any drinking water for tomorrow.” 

“Sure there will. Whole damn truckload.” 

Her mouth dropped open and stayed that way. 

He snorted. “Look at you catching flies. What do you 
think Rio’s doing out there on an empty belly, gal? Push- 
ing that bastard truck around in the dark for the hell of it?” 

Hope’s mouth closed a lot more slowly than it had 
opened. “Do you really think . . 2” she began wistfully, 
longing for a bath with every aching muscle in her body. 

“Why don’t you ask him yourself?” 

The noise of the old water truck rattling into the 
ranch yard sounded loud in the sudden silence. 

“Fast trip,’ Mason said. “Takes strength. Rio has it 
and then some.” 

Hope was too astonished for words. She hurried out 
into the front yard. 

‘Where do you want it?” Rio asked. 

“I— You didn’t have to do— Around back,’ she 
managed finally. 

He looked past her into the night. Around back took 
in a lot of country, including the Perdidas cutting stars 
out of the clear night sky. 
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Laughing, she stepped onto the truck’s running 
board and reached for the cab door. “Ill take care of it. 
You must be starved. Go in and eat.” 

Rio simply stared at her. He wasn’t used to that kind 
of consideration from anyone, much less from a 
woman as tired as he knew Hope had to be. He smiled 
gently. “Thanks, but it won’t take long for me to eat. 
You go on in and rest.” 

“After the water is put away.” 

He didn’t argue. He knew how important every drop 
of water was to her. “Hang on.” 

She clung to the cab door as he eased the heavy 
truck around the house and up to a spot that had for- 
merly been a lawn but now was little more than two 
tire tracks ground through a crust of dead grass. The 
pipe that had once brought water from the Hope had 
been cut and the stump threaded to allow the canvas 
hose to be coupled with it. 

One look at the setup told Rio that it would be an- 
other wrestling match. He climbed down out of the 
_cab, ready to do battle again with stubborn brass cou- 
plings and water-heavy hose. 

Hope took a flashlight from the truck, bathing his 
hands in light while he coaxed the connection between 
the water truck and the buried cistern that served the 
ranch house. Soon water fattened the hose and fell into 
the nearly empty tank. Muted thunder rose from be- 
neath their feet. 

“How big is the tank?” he asked. 

“It will hold half a truckload. Go in and eat. Pll 
watch over things out here.” 
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He might have argued, but Mason stuck his head out 
of the back door and yelled, “Come and git it ’fore I 
feed it to the pigs.” 

“Do you have pigs?” Rio whispered to her. 

“No, but I haven’t had the heart to tell Mason.” 

“Too soft, huh?” 

‘For some people.’ Her smile was quick, but Rio 
caught its gleam..““Mason is one of them.” 

“Is Turner?” Rio asked, not knowing why. 

Hope gave him a level glance. “I’m not around 
Turner long enough for it to matter either way.” 

“Sorry. None of my business.” 

She shrugged. “Everybody in a hundred miles has 
made it their business at one time or another. Why 
should you be different?” 

He started to speak, then obviously thought better 
of it. 

“Go ahead,” she said with a sigh. “But please be 
original. Don’t tell me Turner is an untrustworthy son 
of a bitch, because I already know it. Don’t tell me that 
he’s filthy rich, because I don’t care.” 

“Ts he crowding you?” 

Something buried in Rio’s voice, something danger- 
ous, made Hope wish that it was light enough to see his 
expression clearly. “Nothing I can’t handle.” 

“Tf that changes, let me know.” 

“You'll have to get in line after Mason,” she said 
dryly. 

“It would be a pleasure.” 

Hope didn’t doubt that Rio meant every word. Ob- 
viously he and John Turner weren’t very friendly. It 





BEAUTIFUL DREAMER 81 


wasn’t surprising. Anyone with an ounce of self- 
respect had a hard time getting along with Turner. 

And Rio, despite his easy manner, had plenty of 
pride. 

“This here dinner of yours ain’t getting any hotter, 
Rio,” Mason called. “Gal, you git on back in here and 
set. That damn hose ain’t going nowheres and you 
know it.” 

Hope hesitated, then played the light once more over 
the coupling. It was tight. Barely any drops escaped. 
She went to the truck and put the flashlight back in its 
place. 

While Mason stood impatiently, Rio waited for her, 
then walked by her side toward the yellow light pour- 
ing out of the house. He said nothing to her, simply 
moved quietly, his long-sleeved shirt brushing against 
hers in a silent companionship that needed no words. 

For an instant Hope forgot that she was exhausted 
and that tomorrow would be worse, not better. An ab- 
surd feeling of well-being swept through her, as unex- 
pected as Rio’s gentle smile. She wanted to laugh and 
hold her arms up to the brilliant stars and feel their bil- 
lion bright possibilities cascading into her hands. 

Instead, she simply watched Rio from beneath her 
long lashes. Rio, the man who had made her remember 
all those bright possibilities. 

“Mason,” Rio said, holding out his hand, “it’s been 
a long time.” 

“Too long.” He took the younger man’s hand in his 
own gnarled grasp. 

Only Hope noticed the instant of hesitation when 
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Rio saw Mason’s swollen knuckles. Then Rio shook 
hands firmly but very gently, sparing the older man’s 
arthritic hand. 

The feeling of warmth that had stolen through Hope 
increased, melting the ice that had come to her stom- 
ach when she admitted that her best well was rapidly 
going dry. Knowing that Rio cared enough about 
Mason to spare his pride made her certain that she had 
been right to trust Rio. 

“Judy sends her love,” Rio said, “and the kids want 
to know if you’ll be up for Thanksgiving. From the 
sound of it, they’re having a three-ring circus for 
dinner.” 

Mason’s glance slid to Hope, then away. “Maybe,” 
he said, promising nothing. 

Rio nodded, understanding that Mason wouldn’t 
leave Hope alone on the family holiday. 

She understood, too, and wanted to protest. Judy 
was Mason’s sister-in-law, the last connection he 
had to the dead wife he had loved for forty-two 
years. But Hope didn’t protest aloud. She and 
Mason had argued over the subject too many times. 
He wouldn’t go on a trip without her, and the ranch 
couldn’t be left untended overnight, much less for 
several weeks. 

‘“Water’s warm,’ Mason said, gesturing toward the 
basin and towel waiting just inside the service porch. 

With the quick, efficient motions Hope had come to 
expect from Rio, he swept off his hat, rolled up his 
sleeves, and washed as much skin as he could reach. 
When he was finished he looked around at the yard. 
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Then he picked up the basin and flipped its contents on 

the ground where a wilted lilac bush struggled to sur- 
vive in the lee of the porch. 

More of the ice inside Hope melted. She caught 

Mason’s eyes and smiled approvingly. 

While Rio ate, Hope enjoyed the uncommon lux- 
ury of sitting and doing nothing more strenuous than 
drinking a cup of Mason’s potent coffee. As she 
sipped, she let her mind drift, dreaming lazily of a 
time when the ground would be green rather than 
hard as stone, and her cattle wouldn’t have to walk 
themselves thin just to get from food to water and 
back again. 

Rio’s deep voice and Mason’s age-roughened tones 
wove in and out of her waking dreams. She didn’t 
really listen until the men began discussing beef and 
water. 

“How many head are you going to sell?” Rio asked 
as he forked a juicy chunk of steak into his mouth. 

“Not a single cow,” Mason said flatly. 

Surprised, Rio looked up. In the artificial light his 
eyes were like midnight-blue crystal, startling against 
the tanned planes of his face and the rim of his jet- 
black lashes. 

“Boss don’t want to sell,’ Mason explained. He 
pointed toward Hope with the stem of the ghastly old 
pipe he loved and she refused to let him set fire to in- 
doors. 

Without another word, Rio went back to eating. 

“Aren't you going to tell me that the price of beef 
will only get lower and the cattle thinner?’ Hope asked 
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him, her voice tight with the echoes of old arguments 
and refusals. 

“Waste of time,’ Rio said. “You know your choices 
better than anyone in the room.” 

For a moment her new dream slid away from her, 
leaving her suspended in a cold present that had few 
choices, none of them pleasant. 

‘When you decide to cull the herd,’ Rio said matter- 
of-factly, “if I’m not here to help, use Dusk. She’ Il cut 
your work in half.” 

Hope nodded, unable to speak for the tears and the 
sudden fear squeezing her throat. 

The more cattle she sold, the closer she came to the 
moment when she would have to auction off her beau- 
tiful Angus herd. They were the very soul of her dream 
of a new ranch, a new life, a future that held fat black 
cattle instead of the knife-lean Herefords of her night- 
mares. 

In the water-rich future of her dream, the ranch 
house would ring with plans and laughter again. 
Maybe then she could dare to dream beyond the needs 
of the cattle to her own needs. Maybe then she could 
dream of a man who would love her, of having chil- 
dren who would grow up tall and straight on the 
land. ... | 

Hope’s empty coffee mug hit the table with a solid 
thump as she stood up, slamming the door on her 
treacherous thoughts. Not since she had turned eigh- 
teen had she allowed herself to dream of love and chil- 
dren. There was no point in dreaming about it now. She 
had other dreams, possible dreams, dreams that de- 
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pended only on her own strength and determination 
rather than on the unknowable, undependable mind of 
a man. 

In her lifetime she had found few men to respect. 
She had found none whose children she wanted to 
have. 
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Seven 


“THINK THE BATH water is hot yet?” Hope asked Mason. 

“Not likely. But the buckets on the stove are near 
boiling. Il haul ’em up for you.” | 

“Don’t bother,” she said quickly. “Cook Rio another 
steak. He’s doing the work of two men.” 

Before Mason could object, she went to the huge 
ranch stove. Two big buckets of water simmered over 
the hot flames. With them, plus some cool water from 
the faucet, she could have a lovely bath. 

Hope picked some pot holders off a nail and reached 
for the wire handles that stood above the buckets. An 
instant later the pot holders vanished from her fingers 
and reappeared in Rio’s big hands. With the easy 
strength that she envied, he lifted the full buckets off 
the flames and turned toward her. 

“After you, ma’am,” he drawled. 

“Thank you,” she whispered too softly for Mason 
to hear. 
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Rio nodded slightly, understanding and admiring 
her desire to protect the old man’s pride. 

While Rio followed her up the stairs, he admired 
something else. The womanly swing of her hips and 
the long, graceful line of her legs held his eye. The 
thought of sharing her bath teased his mind until he 
forced himself to think of something else. 

Anything else. 

Wanting a woman like Hope was at the top of his list 
of dumb things he could do. He was supposed to be 
smarter than to go looking for trouble. 

He waited while she bent over and put the plug in 
the big, old-fashioned bathtub’s drain. The feminine 
lines of her back and hips were even more alluring 
than her walk had been. Beneath the frosted glass 
globes of the bathroom lights, her hair had a rich 
satin shimmer that cried out to be stroked by a man’s 
fingers. 

She turned and looked over her shoulder at him with 
gold-flecked eyes and a generous mouth made for giv- 
ing and receiving kisses. 

“Ready?” she asked, wondering why Rio was 
watching her so intently. 

Heat slammed out from the center of his body, hard- 
ening him in a rush of sensation that made his pulse 
beat heavily. He was more than ready. He was aching. 
His lips flattened into a line of disgust at his unex- 
pected, unruly sexuality. He was acting like a kid with 
his first party girl—and God knew that he was no kid 
and Hope was no party girl. 

Without a word he emptied buckets of scalding 
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water into the tub, turned, and left the steamy room 
and the woman who watched him with too many 
dreams in her eyes. 


Drugged by heat and physical exhaustion, Hope dozed 
in the bath long after she was clean. Her dreams were 
a tantalizing mixture of water in all its forms—hot, 
cold, calm, racing, deep, shallow. And through all of it 
wove a midnight-blue river, deep and sweet, gentle and 
dangerous, longer than forever and more powerful than 
any drought. It called to her in Rio’s voice, whispered 
to her the secrets of his midnight-blue eyes, caressed 
her flesh, and sank into her thirsty soul. 

The sound of Behemoth rattling through the front 
yard startled her awake. The bathwater was still warm. 
She looked out the steamy window and saw the lights 
of the truck cutting through the night to the pasture 
where her Angus grazed in the darkness. The cattle 
bawled uneasily, then accepted the wheeled intruder. 
With only the moon’s thin, cold smile for company, 
Rio began filling the stock trough. 

Eager to talk with him even though she had nothing 
new to say, Hope washed and dried her hair. As she 
pulled on a clean shirt, the truck grumbled to life 
again. Hurriedly she yanked on her jeans and stuffed 
her bare feet into her boots. 

Too late. Rio was already heading off into the night. 
She didn’t have to ask or wonder where he was going. 
People and cattle alike needed more water in order to 
survive. 
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When she got downstairs, Mason had already gone to 
one of the ranch’s two bunkhouses. He and his wife had 
converted the smaller bunkhouse into a home. But Hope 
didn’t think Rio would be spending the night under 
Mason’s roof. It wasn’t that Mason was unfriendly. It 
was simply that the place was a cozy kind of mess. 

Since Hazel’s death, Mason’s housekeeping had 
been of the lick-and-promise sort. He ignored Hope’s 
offers of help. A lot of the bunkhouse hadn’t been 
touched since the day Hazel had unexpectedly died. 
Mason had made it clear that he wanted it that way. 

Hope hadn’t argued. It was little enough comfort for 
the man who was the only family she had left. 

But the state of Mason’s bunkhouse meant that if 
Rio stayed at the Valley of the Sun, he would have to 
sleep in the other bunkhouse or in the house. 

Hope rejected the possibility of the second 
bunkhouse as soon as she thought of it. It would take 
too long to clean out the pack rats, mice, spiders, and 
dust that had collected since the last of the ranch hands 
had left a year ago. Rio would have to use either the re- 
maining upstairs bedroom in the ranch house or the 
daybed on the screened porch downstairs. 

The thought of having him sleeping just down the 
hall from her upstairs room made a delicious sensation 
prickle over her body. Telling herself that she was 
being foolish, she made up the bed in the upstairs room 
and put out fresh towels. Then she made up the bed in 
the sunroom, shaking out the sheets and blankets with 
a brisk snap. To make the choice an even one, she set 
out towels on that bed, too. 


' 
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Then she wrote a note and stuck it on the back door, 
telling Rio to take his pick of beds. 

The note didn’t say that she wanted him upstairs, 
that she wanted to fall asleep in his arms and wake up 
the same way. It certainly didn’t hint of her hungry cu- 
riosity about his taste, the resilience of his body, the 
feel of him in passion. 

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Hope said under her breath as she 
slid into her own bed. “‘He’s here to find water, not to 
hammer me into a mattress.” 

She shivered at the sound of her own words. After 
Turner’s bruising attack, she hadn’t wanted any man to 
touch her. 

Yet she couldn’t think of Rio without wanting just 
that. To be touched by him. 


The sound of the truck driving into the yard awakened 
Hope later in the night. The back door squeaked open. 
She held her breath and listened for the sound of a 
man’s footsteps climbing the stairway. 

The downstairs shower sputtered to life, shaking and 
hammering as water shoved air out of the pipes. Rio 
was as fast and efficient at showering as he was at 
everything else, because the water ran for only a few 
minutes. 

She held her breath again. 

A door creaked. It was the door that opened from the 
kitchen to the screened-in porch that ran along the 
back of the house. 

Hope told herself that she wasn’t disappointed. She 
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was still telling herself when she fell asleep. She didn’t 
hear anything until her alarm went off in the small 
hours after midnight. Since she had worn her clean 
clothes to bed, it didn’t take long for her-to dress. She 
pulled on boots, jacket, gloves, and hat, and headed out 
into the darkness. 

The predawn chill bit into unprotected flesh. De- 
spite the lack of rain, it was still November. Hope’s 
breath was a pale gust of steam that was absorbed in- 
stantly by the dry air, as though even the sky itself was 
thirsty for any bit of moisture. 

The stars had a brittle brilliance that came only 
when there was almost no humidity in the air. A breeze 
stirred fitfully, bringing with it a cold promise. Winter 
was waiting to sweep down out of the north, riding on 
the back of the long, icy wind. 

Hope rubbed her stinging nose, pulled her denim 
jacket closer around her body, and hurried into the 
barn. A rooster crowed like a rusty engine, then 
with greater force, although only an optimist would 
have said that dawn was near. Hens clucked and 
muttered as though resenting the rooster’s loud 
summons to another day of pecking the dust and 
each other. 

After she scattered food for the chickens, she 
checked the nests for eggs while the hens were busy- 
ing their sharp little beaks on grain. The drought 
hadn’t upset the chickens in the least. Fifteen eggs 
waited within straw nests like huge pearls within 
shapeless golden shells. She pulled a paper bag out of 
her jacket pocket, carefully put the eggs inside, and 
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left the chickens to what they did best—eating and 
complaining. 

When Hope went to check on Dusk, she saw that 
Rio had been up and in the barn. All the chores she 
usually did were already done. Fresh hay filled the 
mangers. All the horses were groomed, the stalls had 
been raked out. New straw gleamed on the floor of 
every Stall. 

Unexpectedly, her throat closed around tears or a 
protest or perhaps both. “Damn it, Rio. Didn’t you get 
any sleep at all?” she asked huskily. 

Dusk rubbed her head against Hope’s chest. Auto- 
matically she petted the mare. 

“Maybe he sleeps on his feet, like a horse.” 

Dusk rubbed harder, nearly knocking Hope off her 
feet. 

She checked the side yard, wondering if maybe Rio 
had taken care of everything before he went to bed in- 
stead of after he got up. The dusty pickup truck that she 
and Mason used was gone. Mason was up and about al- 
ready, and off on some errands of his own, leaving her 
alone on the ranch. Or else Rio had taken the truck. 

Not that it mattered to her either way. She had no 
reason to make a long ride into town. What did matter, 
and what she reluctantly admitted to herself, was that 
she had been looking forward to seeing Rio this morn- 
ing, to sharing coffee and breakfast and conversation 
with a dark stranger who seemed more familiar to her 
than most people she had known for years. 

Carrying the fresh eggs, Hope hurried across the 
dusty, gravel-strewn yard between the barn and the 
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ranch house. She hesitated at the back-porch door. A 
quick glance told her what she already suspected. 
Rio was gone. He hadn’t even left a trace of his 
presence. The daybed was made up with military 
crispness and the braided rag rug lay smoothly in 
place on the uneven floor. Not only was the wash- 
basin empty, it had been wiped dry until the old 
metal gleamed. 

It was as though she had dreamed yesterday after- 
noon at the stock tank, the unexpected luxury of a hot 
bath, and the compelling man with night-black hair 
and gentle hands. 

With an unconscious sigh she went into the kitchen. 
Normally Mason would have been up and making cof- 
fee strong enough to float horseshoes. But the kitchen 
was as clean and empty as the washbasin had been. A 
note on the scarred table explained that Mason had 
taken Rio to the Turner ranch to pick up his truck. Rio 
would come back after work. Mason would turn up 
sometime before noon. 

Hope fixed breakfast and ate quickly, hardly taking 
the time to admire the color and freshness of the eggs. 
She poured coffee into a large thermos, tucked it under 
her arm, and hurried toward the water truck. She had 
three other stock tanks to fill, one of them even larger 
than the tank she had trucked water to yesterday. 
Twice. 

She wouldn’t get every stock tank completely full. 
There simply wasn’t enough time. All she could do 
was haul enough water to each tank to keep the cattle 
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from drifting off into wild country in a futile search for 
something to drink. 

With a deep, unconscious sigh Hope opened the 
heavy truck door and swung up into the cab. The en- 
gine grumbled and coughed and backfired and grum- 
bled some more, but finally ran. She let out the clutch, 
turned the wheel, and discovered that the truck was un- 
godly heavy. The only explanation was that its tank 
was already brimful of water. 

Not only had Rio filled the trough in the Angus pas- 
ture, he had driven all the way back to the Turner well, 
filled up again, and driven all the way home. All that, 
after a full day of work with Turner’s horses, and an- 
other full day ahead of him. 

Hope blinked rapidly, trying not to burst into tears at 
this new evidence of Rio’s thoughtfulness. 

“Oh, wonderful,’ she muttered to herself, swallow- 
ing hard. “You stand to lose everything you ever had or 
wanted and you don’t even sniffle. But let somebody 
be kind to you and you spring a leak. Get a grip, girl. 
You're no good to anyone if you snivel.” 

Despite the bracing lecture, she had to blink several 
times before she could see well enough to steer the 
awkward rig out of the yard and onto the dirt road. She 
drove as quickly as she could to the nearest well. It was 
the oldest one on the ranch, all but hidden in an unex- 
pected hollow of the land. 

The windmill was motionless when she got there, 
for it was too early in the day for the wind to blow. 
It wasn’t too early for the cattle to be thirsty, yet 
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none were pressed around the trough, eager for 
water. 

Fear squeezed Hope’s heart, making it beat harshly. 
Why aren’t the cattle crowding around to drink? Are 
they lost? Stolen? 

Dead of thirst? 

Then she caught the gunmetal gleam of water brim- 
ming in the trough and understood what had happened. 
This time she couldn’t stop the tears from spilling 
down her cheeks. Rio had filled this trough, let the cat- 
tle drink, and filled it again, until the cattle were full, 
all thirst slaked. 

Then he had emptied the last of the truck’s water 
into the trough, gone to the Turner well, and filled up 
once more, working long hours while she relaxed in a 
hot bath and slept more soundly than she had in 
months. 

Rio had done all of it without being asked, because 
he knew she was too stubborn—and too afraid—to 
admit that she had to cull her herd again, selling off the 
range cattle she didn’t have the time or strength to haul 
water to. 

“Damn you, Rio,” she whispered, tasting her own 
tears on her lips. “You’re not fighting fair.” 

Then she realized that he wasn’t fighting at all. He 
was simply doing what had to be done if she wanted to 
keep what was left of her range cattle. 

And her dream. 

‘He worked most of the night to give you half a 
day’s start,’ she told her reflection in the dusty wind- 
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shield. “Are you going to use it or are you going to sit 
here and cry enough to fill the trough all over again?” 

She wiped her eyes, took a fresh grip on Behe- 
moth’s wheel, and drove toward a more distant well. 
When she got there, she was _ half-afraid to look. She 
didn’t know what she would do if Rio had somehow 
managed to be there before her. | 

He hadn’t. Cattle crowded around the useless wind- 
mill and the nearly empty stock tank. 

She drove the truck in close, wrestled the hose into 
place, and sat in the cab while the trough filled and the 
sun climbed out of night’s deep well. She loved the 
pale tremors of peach and rose that preceded dawn, 
and the incandescent orange and scarlet that silently 
shouted the arrival of yet another day. 

Despite the drought, despite her deep fear of losing 
everything, despite the exhaustion that would come be- 
fore sunset, Hope counted each day spent on the ranch 
as a separate miracle. There was no place on earth for 
her like the Valley of the Sun. 

She rolled down the window of the cab and listened 
to water rushing into the tank. Cattle bawled and 
shoved and thrust their dusty white faces eye-deep in 
the water, drinking lustily. Smiling at the sight, she set- 
_ tled back into Behemoth’s rump-sprung seat and dozed 
to the rich sounds of water pouring. 


“Il expect you for dinner,’ Mason said to Rio. “Six 
o'clock sharp. Earlier if you can make it.” 
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“If I’m not there at six, go ahead without me. I'l eat 
mine cold when I get there.” 

Mason looked up at the sky. The sun was about a 
hand’s width above the horizon, but he didn’t need 
light to know that today would be another day without 
a prayer of rain. He could taste the dryness in the air, 
feel it on his lips, hear it in the crackle of static elec- 
tricity whenever he slid around on the pickup’s vinyl 
seat. 

“You got here at sunup,’ Mason said calmly. “Even 
a mean, lazy son of a bitch like Turner can’t expect 
much more than twelve hours a day from a hand, spe- 
cially when he’s only paying for eight and expects you 
to eat lunch in the saddle.” 

Rio shrugged and tugged his hat down. Turner was 
riding him hard, but there wasn’t any need to complain 
to Mason about it. Rio knew, even if Mason didn’t, that 
John Turner came down like a load of stone on any 
man who showed up at Hope’s ranch. Even if she had 
the money to hire more hands, Turner would have 
found a way to drive them off the Valley of the Sun. He 
didn’t want any man under sixty within a country mile 
of Hope Gardener. 

A predatory smile curved Rio’s mouth. Sooner or 
later, Turner would stop hiding behind being the boss 
and start leaning on Rio openly. 

Rio was looking forward to it. 

“The longer hours I work, the sooner I’m shed of 
Turner,’ Rio said easily. “See you tonight.” 

With a wave, Mason turned the truck around and 
headed it toward the gate. He was almost halfway to 
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the town of Cottonwood. Might as well go the rest of 
the way and run a few errands. Seemed like every time 
he turned around, one ranch machine or another 
chewed up a hose part or something. 

Before he got to the gate, a man on horseback trot- 
ted up to the truck. Recognizing Pete Babcock, a man 
who used to work for the Valley of the Sun, Mason 
braked and rolled down the window. Babcock was a 
schoolteacher-turned-cowboy, a gossip, and a hard 
worker. Mason had hated to let him go, but there 
hadn’t been any choice. 

“Morning, Mason. Haven’t seen you since calving 
time. You here to hire some men?” 

“Wish I could say so, but it’d be a lie. I was just 
dropping Rio off.” 

Pete nodded and squinted toward the east, where the 
sun was just lifting its burning head above the ragged 
land. “Heard he was working for Miss Hope. Digging 
a well or some such.” 

“You heard right. He’s gonna find us some water.” 

“Sure hope so. Miss Hope could use a break.” Pete 
smiled, showing two rows of gleaming teeth. “It’s a 
day for miracles, sure enough. The boss got up before 
any of us did and lit out of here like his ass was on fire. 
Said something to Cook about checking on the south 
well.” 

Mason went still. “South well? The one we’ve been 
hauling water from?” 

“The same. Don’t know what got into him. Usually 
he’s the last one in the saddle and the first one back to 
the corral.” 
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“When did he leave?” 

“Oh, ’bout an hour ago. Maybe more. I was just get- 
ting up myself.” 

“Nice talking to you,” Mason said quickly. “Ill let 
you know as soon as we’re hiring.” 

Before the other man could answer, Mason let out 
the clutch and took off for the gate, tires spitting gravel 
every inch of the way. 


Eight 


HOPE SHIFTED SLOWLY out of her half-dozing state and 
looked around. The canvas hose was flat, the truck’s 
barrel empty of all but a cup or two of water. It was 
time to head to Turner’s well for the first of several 
trips she would make today. 

The road to the well was rough and tiring. Behemoth 
didn’t have anything as modern as power steering, au- 
tomatic shift, or power brakes. Driving the truck was a 
test of will and muscle that left her aching. She looked 
forward to the time when water would be sucked from 
the well into the truck’s big tank. That was when she 
could rest, gathering her strength for the drive back to 
the Valley of the Sun. The truck was three times as 
awkward fully loaded as it was empty. 

As soon as Hope turned down into the little valley 
where the Turner well was, she knew that there 
wouldn’t be any peace and quiet for her while the truck 
filled with water. John Turner’s Jeep was parked just 
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beyond the windmill. The vehicle’s bright red paint 
usually gleamed like a stoplight, but today the color 
was dulled by a heavy coat of dust, the kind that came 
from racing over a dirt road. 

Her hands tightened on the wheel until her knuckles 
stood out white. She hissed a word under her breath, 
hating the sick sinking of her stomach and the clammy 
sweep of fear over her skin. Turner was quite literally 
the last man on earth she wanted to see. 

Slowly she eased the truck into place by the genera- 
tor, shut off the ignition, and hopped out with a light- 
ness she was far from feeling. The sight of Turner’s six 
feet four inches of thick-shouldered body didn’t do 
anything for her except make her wish that she was 
somewhere else. Anywhere else. As long as he wasn’t 
with her. 

Since the drought and the second mortgage on her 
ranch, Turner had been hovering around her like a vul- 
ture circling over a downed antelope, waiting for it to 
give up and die. 

“Morning,” Hope said as she walked by Turner to 
get to the hose rack at the rear of the truck. “You’re up 
bright and early.” 

Turner didn’t make a move to help her handle the 
stiff, heavy canvas hose. ““Where’s Mason?” he asked. 

She didn’t bother to stop working and be sociable. 
She could talk and work at the same time. Especially 
to John Turner. 

“T don’t know,” she said indifferently. “Do you need 
him for something?” 

As Hope spoke, she wrestled a few coils of stiff can- 
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vas hose off the rack and scrambled over to the stock 
tank, dragging the muddy length of hose behind. 

“T don’t need that old man,’ Turner said, “but you 
sure as hell do.” 

She didn’t glance away from her work. 

“Look at you,’ Turner said in disgust. “Driving a 
man-sized truck and dragging that dirty old hose 
around like a drifter working off a handout. If Mason 
can’t haul his own weight, fire him. Only a fool would 
pay the old fart’s wages and then turn around and do 
his work for him.” 

Silently Hope pushed the hose into the tank far 
enough to be sure that the coils wouldn’t leap out and 
flop around when water coursed through canvas. She 
took an extra amount of time about her work. She was 
counting on it to help control her anger at Turner’s ar- 
rogance. 

Without even looking at him, she climbed down the 
stock tank’s narrow metal ladder to the muddy ground, 
caught up the end of the hose that had to be coupled to 
the generator-driven pump, and dragged the hose into 
place near the rusty, sunstruck machine. 

Turner stalked after her. “Well?” he demanded. 

“Well what.” Her tone said that she wasn’t really 
asking because she really didn’t care. 

This was the tricky part of the water-hauling opera- 
tion. She had to brace the hose so that its weight 
wouldn’t drag the brass coupling apart, while at the 
Same time she struggled to bring the warped threads 
into alignment. 

“T asked you a question,” he snapped. 
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“T answered it. I don’t know where Mason is.” 

‘“That’s not what I meant and you know it.” Turner 
jerked off his pearl-gray hat and slapped it against his 
thigh impatiently. His men knew it was a warning sign 
that he was losing his temper. He figured Hope knew 
it, too. 

From the corner of her eye, she saw Turner’s wavy 
chestnut hair gleam richly in the sunlight. His blue 
eyes were narrow and intent in his cleanly sculpted 
face. At one time the sight of that movie-star profile 
and curly hair had made her heart beat faster. But she 
was no longer young. Turner’s shiny hair meant less to 
her than the dusty red hides of her range cattle. 

A lot less. 

The threads slipped and jammed. Hope set her teeth, 
unscrewed the crooked coupling, and tugged the heavy 
hose back into position. 

If Turner had taken his hands out of his pockets and 
helped, the job would have gone quickly. As it was, 
Hope wasted several minutes before she succeeded in 
lining up the threads. She turned the brass ring care- 
fully, always making sure that the threads stayed in the 
proper position. Holding her breath, she coaxed the 
coupling into a good mate. 

‘What the hell’s got into you?” he asked finally, his 
voice harsh. 

She reminded herself that she was using Turner’s 
water. It was all that kept her from ignoring him com- 
pletely. She got up, dusted off her hands, and went 
back to the truck for the big wrench to tighten the 
coupling. 
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“Hope,” Turner said in a threatening voice, “you 
better answer me.” 

“All I heard was a lecture on my stupidity. If you had 
a question, you’ ll have to repeat it.” Her voice was as 
even and measured as her motions. She worked the 
jaws of the heavy pipe wrench until it fitted over the 
brass ring on the hose. 

“What the hell was Rio doing at your ranch last 
night?” Turner asked baldly. 

Anger shot through Hope as hotly as the sunlight 
pouring over the land. Yet when she spoke, her voice 
was so carefully controlled that it had no tone at all. 
“He works for me part-time.” 

“T told you not to hire him.” 

The wrench clanged against the ring. She readjusted 
the jaws, took a better grip, and tightened the coupling 
with a vicious downward yank. 

“Well, baby doll? Didn’t I tell you?” 

“Do I tell you how to run your ranch?” she asked, 
shifting her grip for another yank. 

“Pm a man.” 

“The day you run your ranch using nothing but your 
gonads is the day I’ll listen to that argument,’ she said 
coldly. “Until then, Ill run my ranch like any normal 
person would—with my brain and my hands.” 

She yanked down again. The coupling was so tight 
that it all but sang with tension. 

With practiced motions she loosened the wrench, re- 
moved it, and propped it against the generator. Time to 
prime the pump. She grabbed a bucket and went to the 
trough. 
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Turner watched her without moving or speaking. 

He didn’t have to say a word. She could tell by the 
color of his face and the set of his jaw that he was fu- 
rious. His blue eyes looked pale against his flushed 
cheeks. 

“Fire Rio,’ Turner snarled. 

Wo.’ 

Hope labored over the pump and generator. Finally 
she got the crank to turn hard and fast enough to start 
the balky engine. The pump sputtered, the hose shud- 
dered, and water began sliding through canvas into the 
empty truck. The muted thunder of water filling the 
truck normally soothed her. Today she barely heard it 
for the angry roaring of blood in her own ears. 

“You like using my water?” Turner asked. 

The fear that leaped inside Hope didn’t show in her 
face. “Are you saying that if I don’t fire Rio, you'll 
shut off the water?” 

Turner hesitated. Put that bluntly, it didn’t sound 
reasonable or even particularly rational. As far as he 
was concerned, Hope’s struggle to keep the Valley of 
the Sun alive was irritating and laughable, but it had 
attracted more than a little admiration in the closed 
community of western cattle ranchers. When people 
found out that he had refused to give her water—water 
that he didn’t need—simply because she had hired a 
drifter to find a well, Turner would be the butt of hos- 
tile gossip and outright contempt among the other 
ranchers. 

“No decent woman would be alone with Rio,” 
Turner said tightly. 
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“Why?” Hope tried not to show her temper. She 
failed. She was tired and furious, a combination that 
loosened her tongue. “Does Rio promise to marry a 
naive eighteen-year-old, invite her over for birthday 
champagne, and maul her until she’s bruised and 
screaming? Then does Rio shove a hundred-dollar bill 
into the girl’s blouse and tell her he’s engaged, but 
he’ll be around later to collect the rest of what’s owed 
him?” 

“That’s got nothing to do with—” 

“You asked,” she shot back, “and I’m telling you.” 
She faced him with hazel eyes that were harder and 
less feeling than glass. “After the mauling and insult- 
ing, does Rio’s father drive the girl home, lecturing her 
the whole way on how she can’t expect to marry above 
herself?” 

Turner made a wide gesture with his right hand, 
sweeping aside her words. “Rio’s no goddamn good. 
He’s got women all over the West.” 

“Are they complaining?” 

Turner shrugged impatiently. “Who the hell cares?” 

“If the women like it and Rio likes it,’ Hope said 
neutrally, “what’s the problem?” 

“They aren’t my women. You are.” 

“No,” she said curtly. “I’m not.” 

“Bullshit, baby doll. You’re mine. You want me. You 
just don’t want to admit it.” 

“Well, we agree on one thing. Bullshit.” 

Turner’s flush deepened. “Listen, I’ve had enough of 
your holier-than-thou act. Your mother was a drunk, 
your father was a loser, and your sister was a slut with 
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a reputation from here to Los Angeles. Hell, even your 
grandparents weren’t much more than dirt farmers.” 

“Thank you,’ she said sardonically. “Always nice to 
know your friends.” 

“Hell. It’s just the truth. You should be glad I’m of- 
fering you more than a hundred dollars a fuck. I want 
you and I’m going to have you.” 

“IT. Don’t. Want. You.” 

Turner laughed and shook his head. It took more 
than a few words to puncture his confidence. 

“Sure you do, baby doll,’ he said, reaching for her. 
“But like I said, you just don’t want to admit it. Since 
you don’t believe me, I'll just have to show you what I 
mean.” 

She blocked his grab by swinging the heavy wrench 
between them. He laughed and made another try for 
her. She leaped to the side and brought the wrench up 
again. 

“That’s it,” he said, his voice thickening with excite- 
ment. “I dream about your little hands clawing and 
fighting me.’ He grabbed the wrench and held it de- 
spite her struggles. “Yeah. Good. God, it turns me on 
so hard I can’t think when a woman fights me. Re- 
member?” 

Hope remembered all too well. She dropped the 
wrench, twisted out of his reach, and leaped into the 
cab. Her fist slammed down the lock on the door just 
as he grabbed the handle. 

Laughing, Turner bent to pick up the wrench. It 
wouldn’t take more than a moment to smash out the 
window. Just as his fingers closed around the cold iron 
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handle, he heard the sound of a vehicle racing down 
into the valley at a speed too fast for the road. 

Assuming that it was one of his own men coming to 
check on the well, Turner straightened and turned 
toward the road, still smiling with anticipation of fi- 
nally having Hope. His smile vanished when he spot- 
ted Hope’s own beat-up tan truck pulling a rooster tail 
of dust toward the stock tank. Mason was behind the 
wheel, driving like a maniac toward Behemoth. 

When she recognized the truck, a wave of relief 
swept through Hope that left her light-headed. Only 
then did she admit how much Turner frightened her. 
She was safe now. Mason was here. Mason wouldn’t 
let Turner near her. 

In the next heartbeat she knew that she couldn’t tell 
Mason what would have happened if he hadn’t arrived. 
He would lose his temper and jump Turner. 

She couldn’t let that happen. Mason would be 
beaten, and beaten badly. Turner liked using his huge 
strength on weaker people, hitting and hurting them 
with his thick hands. 

She remembered just how much he liked it. 

With an effort of will Hope forced her breathing to 
slow until her body relaxed and her hands stopped 
trembling. | 

“Well, old man,” Turner said when Mason got out of the 
truck, “you finally hauled your lazy ass out of bed. I 
thought I was going to have to do all Hope’s work myself.” 

With eyes that were so narrow they showed almost 
no color, Mason gave the other man a contemptuous 
glance. Then Mason saw the wrench lying in the dust 
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and Hope inside the water truck with the window 
rolled up and the door lock down. Blind rage shot 
through Mason, shaking him. 

“T’m here,” he said flatly. “I’m staying. We don’t 
need your help.” 

Turner smiled amiably. He was sure Hope meant yes 
even though she was saying no, but he didn’t necessar- 
ily want witnesses when he made her admit it. Theirs 
was a private fight. It was going to stay that way. 

His word against hers. 

“Then I guess I'll get on back to the ranch.” Turner 
looked up at Hope as she opened the truck door. “See 
you real soon, baby doll. I’m looking forward to it.” 

“Good-bye.” Her voice was like her face, without 
expression. 

When he slammed the door to his Jeep and shot 
away from the well, Hope swung down from the cab 
and forced herself to smile at Mason. 

“Glad you stopped by,’ she said casually. “It gets 
real boring just talking to a bunch of cows while the 
truck fills with water.” 

“Did that shit-eating coyote lay a hand on you?” 

‘Nope,’ she said honestly. 

What she didn’t say was that Turner had tried his 
best. If she had been any slower, she would have been 
on her back in the dirt. 

Mason waited for Hope to say more. He knew he 
was getting only part of the truth, the part she wanted 
him to know. He started to say something, then bit it 
off. His lips flattened into a colorless line. 

“T’ll do the water hauling from now on,” he said. 
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“No.” Her voice was smooth and calm. It left no 
opening for an argument. “But if you'd like to ride 
shotgun,” she added, smiling widely at him, “‘I’d love 
to have the company. Like I said, talking to the cows 
isn’t real stimulating.” 

He looked at her for another long moment. She was 
smiling her familiar, heart-warming smile, but her skin 
was too pale. He was certain that Turner had tried 
something. It was what Mason had feared since the in- 
stant Pete had told him about the boss getting up real 
early and going to check on the south well. 

Though few men spoke aloud about it, Hope wasn’t 
the first woman to find herself on the rough end of 
Turner’s arrogance. Only one girl had gone to the sher- 
iff over it. The humiliation that had followed was a les- 
son to any other female who thought she had the same 
rights as Big Jase Turner’s son. 

Mason knew that no matter what happened, Hope 
wouldn’t say anything to him about Turner. She was try- 
ing to protect Mason’s pride. Just like she had by taking 
over the water runs. She knew that Mason’s hands were 
too bad right now to handle the heavy truck and the 
stubborn couplings. He wouldn’t have a chance against 
a man less than half his age and nearly twice his weight. 

Silently, secretly, Mason cursed the fate that had let 
him live long enough to lose his beloved wife and then 
grow too old to defend the woman who meant as much 
to him as any blood daughter could have. 

“T'Il ride with you from now on,” he said quietly. 

Hope didn’t argue. She was relieved to know that 
she wouldn’t have to face Turner alone again. The man 
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simply didn’t understand plain English. To him, no 
was a coy prelude to a wrestling match. 

Maybe that was how his other women liked it, but 
not Hope. The thought of fighting Turner both fright- 
ened and sickened her. Like the thought of having his 
hands all over her again. It made breakfast do a back- 
flip and try to climb right up her throat. 

Mason went to the pickup truck and lifted a rifle 
from the rack that stretched across the rear window. He 
checked the load, eased the firing pin back into place, 
and pulled a box of shells out of the glove compart- 
ment. When he came back to Hope, he was smiling. 

There was something in his smile that made her very 
glad to be his friend rather than his enemy. 

“Snake gun,’ Mason said laconically. His voice was 
rough with age and the fury that still turned deep inside 
his gut at the thought of Turner lying in wait for Hope 
like a coyote at a water hole. “Drought like this, you git 
snakes at the wells.” 

She cleared her throat. “Yes, I’ve noticed that.” 

He stopped smiling and looked at her unflinchingly. 
“If I ain’t around and you gotta go to a well, you be 
goddamn sure you got a snake gun with you. And you 
keep it real close to hand no matter what you’re doing. 
Hear me, Hope?” 

She tried to smile. She couldn’t. Instead, she hugged 
Mason quickly. “IT hear you.” 

He nodded curtly. “Ill watch the pump. You go over 
that little rise and run some rounds through this here 
rifle. Been a long time since we done any shooting to- 
gether.” | 
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Hope didn’t argue that she would rather have dozed 
in the cab. She took the gun and the shells and walked 
over a rise until she came to a place where there would 
be no chance of a ricochet hitting any cattle. She found 
a particularly ugly clump of big sage growing against 
the bank of a dry ravine, mentally labeled the bush 
John Turner, and began trimming it down to size one 
twig at a time. 

When Hope had shot enough rounds to soothe 
Mason and herself, she walked back over the rise to the 
well. Mason was tinkering with the generator. What- 
ever he was doing had an immediate effect; the sound 
of the engine decreased by about half. He stood up to 
listen, nodded, and bent over the machinery again. 
There was a long-spouted oilcan in his hand. 

“You're incredible,’ she said, half-exasperated, half- 
delighted. “I oiled that blasted machine from one end 
to the other two days ago and it didn’t get a bit less 
noisy.” 

He smiled, pleased that there was something he 
could still do right despite his aching hands. “You done 
fine, honey, but you don’t like this generator and she 
knows it. Takes a gentle hand to keep her humming.” 

“Not to mention gas and oil,” Hope said beneath her 
breath. Her fuel bills were a constant drain on her cash. 
She reached out to unscrew the fuel-reservoir cap and 
gauge the contents with a pessimistic eye. 

“Already checked it. It'll do ’til tomorrow.” 

Hope hesitated, made sure the cap was on tight, and 
unconsciously squared her shoulders. “When I get 
back to the ranch, I’m calling Hawthorne.” 
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It had to be done and Mason knew it. But nobody 
had to like it. 

He took off his hat, rubbed his forehead, and settled 
his hat back into place with a quick jerk. “How many 
you selling?” 

Closing her eyes, she tried not to think about her 
range cattle burning like garnets against a sunset ridge- 
line where pinon grew in ragged lines of black flame. 

‘““I—]I don’t know. Half.’ She swallowed. “Yes, half. 
That should stretch the natural feed enough to last until 
the rain comes.” 

‘Hawthorne gonna use his own men for the cows?” 

“He did the last time.” Hope bit back a curse and 
shrugged instead. Whining never made a job easier. “If 
he can’t use his own men, I’ll hire the Johnston boys. 
They love a roundup.” 

Mason smiled. “Yeah. Good kids. A mite young, but 
we all was once.” 

She remembered her own teenage years and smiled 
a bittersweet smile. “Yeah. Real young.” 

He rested his hand on her shoulder and squeezed. 
The gesture said all that he didn’t have the words to tell 
her: respect, support, love, understanding. He had 
never been more proud of her than at this moment, 
when she squared her shoulders and faced what had to 
be done without complaining. 

“You grew into a damned fine woman,” he said 
simply. 

‘T just do what I have to for the ranch.” She smiled 
crookedly and looked around the dry, mysterious land 
that was part of her soul. “I spent most of my time after 
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I was fourteen being homesick for the Valley of the 
Sun. I hated L.A. Julie and Mom loved it.” 

Hope sighed and fell silent. If her father hadn’t 
had to pay for two homes, he would have had enough 
cash to look for more wells. But her mother had in- 
sisted on having her daughters go to high school in a 
“civilized place.” So her father had taken the ranch’s 
small profits and mailed them to L.A. Then he had 
prayed that the Hope well would keep on running 
sweet and pure until he had saved enough money to 
dig a deeper well. 

“Poor Dad,” she said softly, not realizing that she 
had spoken aloud. 

Mason put his arm around her shoulder. “Don’t go 
feeling sorry for him. He done what he wanted and let 
hell take the rest.” 

Her throat ached with tears she wouldn’t cry. “But 
he worked so hard.” 

“He didn’t grudge a bit of it. He lived for the sum- 
mers when you and your ma came home.” 

Mason didn’t mention Julie. Hope’s sister had al- 
ways been a beautiful butterfly child, barely able to 
stand up to the heat of a simple summer day. The hard 
work and isolation of the Valley of the Sun had de- 
feated her as much as they had bored her. 

Hope had been the opposite. She loved the heat, the 
isolation, the silence, and the sight of cattle moving 
through the pifions. She had been born for this land in 
a way that her mother had never understood. 

Mason smiled, remembering the good times. “Hav- 
ing you following him around with bright eyes and 
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bushels of questions made your dad feel taller than 
God and smarter than Satan.” 

Hope smiled sadly. She had loved her father very 
much. 

So had her mother, something that Hope hadn’t re- 
alized until her mother was dead and a grieving daugh- 
ter found the letters that her parents had written while 
they were separated. 

“Mom loved him,” she said. 

Mason sighed. “Love. Hate. Coins have two sides. 
Your ma’s passions ran deep. Deeper than the wells we 
never drilled.” 

Hazel eyes looked up at Mason, seeing the past in 
his lined face, hearing it in his familiar voice. 

“You're like her in that, honey, when you let your- 
self be. You got your dad’s grit, though. His and then 
some. You musta got Julie’s, too.’ Mason shook his 
head at the memories welling up like a clear, unex- 
pected spring. “She was pretty as a Christmas calf, and 
just as sure to die young.” 

A familiar tightness settled in Hope’s throat. She 
had loved her older but not wiser sister, had held her 
hand through wrongheaded affairs and brutal rejec- 
tions. Hope had tried to talk with Julie, to help her un- 
derstand and cope with a world that simply did not 
care whether one Julie Gardener had champagne and 
roses or vinegar and skunkweed. 

Julie had never accepted the basic truth of the 
world’s indifference. Her self-absorption had been 
both innocent and soul-deep. After their mother had 
died, Julie discovered drugs. 
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She had died within two years. 

‘Don’t look so down in the mouth, honey.” Mason 
tugged gently on a handful of Hope’s dark curls. 
“Julie just wasn’t made for this world. It happens that 
way, time to time. So you bury the ones that can’t 
make it and you wipe your eyes and you get on with 
living. Because you was made for this world, Hope. 
No mistake about it. You’re strong and straight and 
giving. You was made to love a good man and raise 
strong sons and daughters with staying power. You 
and your children will heal the Valley of the Sun. And 
then the past will all be worth it, all the dying and the 
tears and the pain.” 

Looking at Mason’s seamed face and clear eyes, she 
felt his certainty like a benediction. She stood on tip- 
toe and kissed his gray-stubbled cheek. “You’re a good 
man,’ she whispered, her voice catching. “The best.” 

He smiled gently at her and handed her a faded scar- 
let bandanna to catch the tears that were welling from 
her wide hazel eyes. 

“Thanks.” She laughed oddly as she wiped her eyes. 
“Lately I seem to have more water than my namesake 
well.” 

“You're tired, honey. You’re doing the work of two 
men.” 

Hope’s only answer was a long, ragged sigh and a 
shrug. “Not of two men like Rio. Did he get any sleep 
at all last night?” 

“He’s a tough son.” Approval warmed Mason’s la- 
conic statement. 

“But it isn’t fair for him to—” 
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“Fair don’t water no cows,’ Mason interrupted 
bluntly. “You git to worryin’ about fair and you won’t 
have no time left to smile. Take my word for it, gal. I 
been there.” 

“The least I can do is fix up the other bunkhouse for 
him to use.” 

“Don’t bother. Rio liked the porch just fine. If it gits 
too cold,’ Mason added matter-of-factly, “he can take 
one of the upstairs bedrooms.” 

Hope knew her shock showed on her face. She had 
expected Mason to object to any arrangement that 
ended up with Rio and the unmarried boss lady shar- 
ing the house. 

“Something wrong?” Mason asked. 

“T don’t know.” 

“Speak plain, honey. I’m an old man.” 

She snorted. “As long as I’ve been at the ranch, 
you ve been standing over cowhands with a shotgun if 
they so much as said hello to me. But Rio—Rio moves 
into the house with me and you don’t turn a hair.” 

‘“He’s different.” 

“Are you saying he likes men better?” she asked 
baldly. 

Mason laughed and shook his head at the things she 
had learned during her modeling career. Then he 
looked at Hope with eyes that were faded by age and 
made wise by experience. “Nope. He’s not married, 
neither. But that’s not why Rio won’t touch you.” 

She made a wry face and swiped her hand down her 
blouse, brushing out dust. “I’m not real happy about 
touching myself right now.” 
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Mason didn’t smile. “Oh, you tempt him sure enough. 
He ain’t blind. But he won’t do nothing about it.” 

“Why?” she asked, her voice tight with the surpris- 
ing pain she felt. “Is something wrong with me?” 

“You know better, honey. Rio’s just got too much re- 
spect for you—and for hisself—to bite off something 
he ain’t got no mind to chew.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“Rio knows you're a permanent sort of woman. And 
Rio...” Mason rubbed his neck and shrugged. “Rio’s 
a temporary sort of man. He never stays nowhere for 
more than a few months at a time. Just the way he is. 
Footloose as the wind.” 

Hope said nothing for the simple reason that her 
throat was closed tight. She didn’t doubt the truth of 
what Mason was saying. In the deepest part of her 
mind she knew that he was absolutely right. 

And in the deepest part of her heart she wished that 
he was absolutely wrong. 











Nine 


BECAUSE THERE WAS no one around to notice, Hope 
climbed slowly, almost painfully, down from Behe- 
moth’s cab. Stretching helped, but not much. Her arms 
were cramped and aching from the effort of manhan- 
dling the heavy vehicle out of ruts and through tight 
curves. 

Even with only half the range cattle left to take care 
of, she still had barely enough hours in the day to make 
the necessary water runs. Since Hawthorne’s men had 
trucked away her cattle last week, she had worked con- 
stantly while dry winds churned dust devils out of an 
empty sky. | 

In the past week the temperature had dropped into 
the low sixties for several days. The nights had edged 
down toward freezing. Rain had been predicted yester- 
day and the day before, part of a northern storm front 
sweeping down from Alaska and Canada. 

So far, no rain had fallen. 
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Half-eager, half-dreading what she would see, Hope 
looked toward the Perdidas rising tall and hard from 
the dry land. Thin clouds shimmered and swirled 
around the rugged peaks. Other patches of clouds 
floated randomly in the deep blue sky. 

Not enough. 

Not nearly enough. 

Although the air was no longer so dry that it burned 
against Hope’s skin, rain hadn’t fallen in the high 
desert. Only the mountains had been blessed with 
water. Clouds had condensed in the cold air high up the 
Perdidas. After a day, moisture thickened into a black 
veil stitched with glittering threads of lightning. Wind 
carried the sound of thunder to the desert below like a 
distant sigh, bringing with it a scent of rain that was as 
thin as a shadow. 

Some of the temporary creeks that drained the Per- 
didas’ rugged slopes carried small streams of water 
again. There wasn’t much, but it was enough so that 
the most adventurous cattle could spread out from the 
wells. Every cow that moved out into the countryside 
eased the strain on the natural feed around the troughs. 
The animals were on the edge of dangerously over- 
grazing the land around the wells, damaging it beyond 
repair or recovery. 

Yet the small pools in the creek beds and ravines 
were already drying up. The parched land and dry air 
sucked up water much faster than it could be replaced 
by mountain runoff. If it didn’t rain again soon, there 
wouldn’t be any more surface water around than there 
had been a week ago. 
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If it didn’t rain soon, she would have to haul feed as 
well as water to her remaining range cattle. 

“You’re borrowing trouble again,” she told herself. 
“No need to do that. God knows you have enough 
without going looking for more.” 

Nearby an Angus mooed and walked with heavy 
grace toward her. The cow’s eyes were huge, dark, and 
had lashes as long as Hope’s little finger. The animal’s 
coat was thick, slightly curly, and had a black satin 
richness that begged to be stroked. Butting gently 
against Hope’s arm, the cow demanded attention. 

“Hello, Sweetheart.” Smiling, she rubbed her palms 
vigorously over the cow’s long, solid back. Automati- 
cally she looked for any cuts or scratches that might 
need a swipe from the bottle of gentian violet that she 
always kept in the truck. “Where’s your Sweet Mid- 
night?” 

Sweetheart snuffled. 

“Out running around again, huh?” she said sympa- 
thetically, scratching the base of the cow’s blunt ears. 
“Well, what do you expect of a half-grown bull calf?” 

Sweetheart butted Hope less gently this time. The 
cow knew there was a handful of grain somewhere 
nearby. 

Laughing, Hope shoved against the cow’s muscu- 
lar neck. She might as well have shoved on the Per- 
didas. Sweetheart stood pat on her four sturdy legs, 
demanding her due as Hope’s first and most favored 
Angus. 

“Sweetheart, if ’'d known eight years ago that such 
a cute little “kivver’ would grow into twelve hundred 
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stubborn pounds of confident cow, I’d have sold you 
for steaks.” 

The Angus blinked her incredibly long-lashed eye- 
lids. Her moist muzzle prodded Hope’s stomach again. 

Giving up the game, Hope went back to the truck’s 
cab. She untied the grain bag, picked up a battered 
cake pan, and scooped out some grain. 

“Here you go, girl.” 

Sweetheart cleaned the pan with more enthusiasm 
than manners. Her long, thick, surprisingly agile 
tongue slicked over the metal until nothing was left but 
a vague scent of oats. The cow lifted her head and 
looked patiently at Hope. 

“Nope,” she said. “Just one pan for you.” 

She threw the pan back in the truck and started to 
pull the hose off the back. As she dragged the ragged 
canvas tube toward the well, Sweetheart backed off a 
bit and watched with what could have been interest, 
confusion, or amusement. 

None of the more than thirty black cattle crowded in 
around the trough as Hope filled it. She was careful not 
to let the water get so low in the Angus trough that 
there would be shoving matches and trampling hooves 
around the big tank. Her breeding animals were too 
valuable to risk 1n a free-for-all among thirsty cows. 

To Hope, the Angus were the very core of her dream 
of building the Valley of the Sun into a productive 
ranch. For that—and for their massive, muscular 
beauty—Hope loved the Angus. Sweetheart was more 
a pet than the lean cats that kept the barn from being 
taken over by mice. 
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Sweetheart was also a valuable breeder. Hope had 
kept four of Sweetheart’s calves for the breeding herd. 
Sweet Midnight, the most recent of her calves, showed 
promise of being a prizewinning bull. Several ranchers 
had offered to buy the robust yearling. Hope had 
turned them down, even though the money would have 
helped her out. She was saving for the future. 

Sweet Midnight would be the founding sire of the 
Valley of the Sun’s Angus herd. The cows he would 
breed were as carefully researched and chosen by 
Hope as Sweetheart had been. Their bloodlines were 
the finest. It showed in their bulky grace, surprisingly 
gentle temperaments, and their vigorous, muscular off- 
spring. 

Relaxing against Sweetheart’s massive warmth, 
Hope listened to cattle suck cool water from the trough 
she had filled. Other cows came up and snuffled over 
her shirt as if to say hello. Then they moved off to bury 
their noses in the fragrant hay Mason had brought to 
the pasture earlier in the day. 

Hope watched each cow, each calf. She knew them 
individually, their strengths and weaknesses, their 
quirks of temperament. She was alert for any signs of 
disease or injury, no matter how small. 

There weren’t any. With a wry smile she admitted 
that the cattle were in better shape than she was. 

The wind stirred, shifted, blew more strongly. 

Sweetheart turned and watched beyond the truck. 
Her blunt, furry ears were cocked forward, but she 
wasn’t nervous. 

Hope glanced over her shoulder and saw Rio walk- 
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ing toward her. Sweetheart mooed softly as she wan- 
dered over to the tall man. Hope saw the sudden flash 
of Rio’s smile as he held out one hand and ran the other 
down the cow’s neck. Sweetheart’s long tongue curled 
out, swiped across his extended palm, and vanished. 

When Rio walked up to Hope, the cow followed like 
a pet dog. 

‘““What’s your secret?” she asked. 

“Salt,” he admitted, grinning. 

He shoved hard on the persistent cow’s neck. She 
heaved a barn-sized sigh and ambled back to join the 
other Angus. 

‘Must be time to put out more salt licks,” Hope said. 

“T’ll do it tomorrow.” 

“T can do it.” 

“[’m sure you can.” He had seen her handle the 
heavy blocks of mineral salt once, and had promised 
himself he would take over that job. 

“But you're going to do it anyway.” 

‘“How’d you guess?” 

Laughing, she shook her head, pushed off her hat, 
and let it hang from its rawhide thong down her back. 
She shook out her hair and combed her fingers through 
it. She loved the feel of the wind lifting the heavy mass 
of hair away from her face. 

Rio wondered if the sudden, hungry speeding of his 
pulse showed against his neck or temple. Deliberately 
he looked away from Hope’s unintentional seduction 
and stared at the cattle instead. 

“Good herd,” he said after a moment or two. “One 
of the best I’ve ever seen.” 
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“Thank you. I won’t pretend I’m not proud of them. 
I bought some, culled calves, and raised the rest. 
They’re my gift to the Valley of the Sun.” 

Rio’s black eyebrows rose in surprise. To him, Hope 
was as unexpected as water in a stone desert. “Your 
family didn’t raise Angus?” 

“No, but Dad always wanted to. The first thing I 
bought him with my modeling money was Sweetheart. 
He didn’t live to see her bred.” 

“You were a model?” Rio asked, surprised again. 

Hope thought of the picture she must make—dirty 
boots and stained blue work shirt, faded jeans and a 
beat-up cowboy hat. She smiled crookedly. “Long ago, 
far away, in another country.” 

Not all that long or that far, Rio thought hungrily. 
He didn’t say it aloud. He was trying not to look at her 
the way a man looks at a woman he wants. Badly. 

Yet he couldn’t always force himself to look away. 
His uncanny eyes had memorized the purity of Hope’s 
profile, her shining hair, the womanly lift of her 
breasts, and the long, achingly lovely line of her legs. 

He had known more beautiful women in his wan- 
derings, women who could make men stop and stare in 
hunger and disbelief. He had never known a woman 
who called to his mind and senses the way Hope did. 
He wanted to talk with her, laugh with her, help her, 
protect her, stand close to the shimmering radiance of 
her dream. 

And he wanted to touch her, to learn the hot, secret 
textures of her body, to know the sweet demands of her 
mouth and the heat of her response, to hear her cry out 
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his name when the pleasure he brought her consumed 
her to her soul. 

Grimly Rio called himself a goddamned idiot. 

Hope wasn’t for him. His mind knew it, but his body 
was fighting that knowledge every bit of the way. All 
Hope had to do was breathe and he wanted her with a 
force that was different from anything he had ever 
known with another woman. 

Despite the heat coiling in his gut, making him ache, 
Rio wouldn’t make a move to touch Hope. He had 
nothing to give her but the well he wanted to find for 
her, for her dream. When he found it, when the dream 
was truth, then his brother the wind would call to him. 
And he would leave. 

Hope deserved better than that. 

He looked away from the woman he shouldn’t touch 
and said quietly, “Ill bet you were good at it.” 

“Modeling?” 

He nodded. 

Hope smiled and dismissed her career with a wave 
of her hand. “I made a lot of money, but I wasn’t an i1n- 
ternational cover girl, if that’s what you mean.” 

“Did you want to be?” 

“No.” 

“Why not?” 

“All I ever wanted was the Valley of the Sun. 
After Mom and Julie died, I was free to come back 
home.” 

“You don’t model anymore?” 

Hope gave Rio a sideways glance out of hazel eyes 
that were haunted by shadows and lit by flecks of gold. 
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“No. When I’m in L.A... .’ She shrugged. “I’m not a 
city girl. I can live there, but I don’t like it.” 

“The money is good.” 

“That’s why I stayed as long as I did. I had to pay 
off the inheritance taxes or sell the ranch. After I paid 
off the taxes, I worked until I thought I had enough 
money to keep the Valley of the Sun going while I built 
up the herds and put the ranch on a paying basis.” 

“Is there ever enough money on a ranch?” he asked 
dryly. 

She gave him a bittersweet smile. “In some ways, I 
was as green as grass. I didn’t know that there’s no 
such animal as ‘enough money’ when you're talking 
about a desert ranch.” 

“Could you go back to modeling?” 

“Could you live in a city?” she asked. 

“T have.” 

“And now you don’t.” 

Rio didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. He was here 
rather than in a city. So was she. 

Hope looked at her beautiful black cattle and the 
brilliant currents of water welling silently up from the 
hose at the bottom of the tank. 

“T could exist in the city,’ she said slowly, trying to 
make him understand what she barely understood her- 
self. “I can only live here. This is my past, my present, 
my future. No matter where I live, the Valley of the 
Sun is the only home I’ll ever have. I’ve always felt 
that way. I always will. The ranch is part of me.” 

He wanted to put his arms around Hope, to fold her 
gently against his body and hold her, to promise her 
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that he would find the well that would allow her to live 
forever on the land she loved. 

But he couldn’t do it. Not the holding. Not the 
promising. 

As a child he had learned that promises were only 
words, and that the unspoken promise of a comforting 
hug could be the biggest lie of all. 

Not that his parents had meant to be cruel. It just had 
turned out that way. They had been more interested in 
fleeing the Indian part of their heritage than they had 
been in anything else, even their black-haired son. 

Silently Hope and Rio watched the cattle glisten 
blackly beneath the clear light of morning. The fact 
that it was Friday morning—and early morning at 
that—suddenly registered on Hope. 

Rio shouldn’t be on the Valley of the Sun. He should 
be at Turner’s ranch. 

“Did you finish with Turner’s horses?” she asked. 

“After a fashion.” 

She turned and looked at Rio, caught by some- 
thing buried in his western drawl. “What does that 
mean?” 

He smiled sardonically. “Turner gave me a choice— 
work for him at triple my present wages, or work for 
you full-time.” Rio’s drawl deepened. “I allowed as 
how I’d rather dig wells in bedrock with a toothpick 
than work for him.” 

“Damn him,” Hope said savagely, furious. Turner 
knew she couldn’t afford to pay a hand full-time 
wages. He had counted on squeezing Rio, who needed 
a paying job. “I'll make it up to you somehow.” 
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“Like hell you will,’ Rio said coolly, no drawl 
left. “Any problems I have with Turner are mine, not 
yours.” 

“Not this time. Turner doesn’t want you working 
for me. He threatened to cut off my water unless I 
fired you.” 

Rio said something beneath his breath that Hope 
was just as glad not to quite hear. 

“When?” he demanded. 

“A little more than a week ago. It was just a bluff. I 
called it and that was the end of it.” 

“Well, that explains something.” 

“What?” 

“Why Turner suddenly found twenty hours a day of 
work for me to do at his ranch. He was making sure I 
was too dog-tired to sweet-talk you into anything he 
wouldn’t like.” 

‘Too tired? He doesn’t know you very well.” 

Rio gave her a sidelong glance. “You hinting that 
I’m a tomcat who’s never too tired for a quick one?” 

She laughed almost bitterly. “I’m saying you have 
better things to do than screw around with me.” 

“Turner says you're engaged to him.” 

Anger sent scarlet rising in Hope’s cheeks. “He’s 
lying.” 

Rio measured the truth and fury in her and nodded 
with a satisfaction he didn’t show. “Is that why you’re 
carrying a rifle in the water truck these days?” 

She gave a casual, on-cue shrug that was worthy of 
her best modeling days. “Mason said there were a lot 
of snakes around the wells.” 
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“Smart man,” Rio said. Then with deadly calm he 
asked, “Did Turner make a try for you at his well?” 

She looked at Rio’s eyes and saw the promise of vi- 
olence in their cold blue-black depths. She looked 
away and said nothing, not wanting to lie to him. 

“Hope?” he asked softly. 

“It wasn’t anything serious,” she said finally. “It just 
takes a while for the word no to sink into Turner’s thick 
skull.” 

Rio hooked a thumb toward the heavy cast-iron pipe 
wrench that was propped against the truck’s rear tire. 
“Try using that to drive home your point.” 

“T did.” 

He glanced sideways, saw that she meant it, and 
smiled like a wolf. Silently he added one more to the 
list of things he would do on the Valley of the Sun: if 
he had to leave the ranch for any reason, he would be 
certain that Hope wasn’t alone. 

Then Rio remembered that he wouldn’t always be 
around to protect her. 

Hope saw his sudden frown. “I have enough money 
to pay wages,’ she said. “Not as much as Turner, 
but—” 

“No,” Rio cut in. “Our deal hasn’t changed. Room 
and board for me, range and a stud for my mares.” 

‘“ “For as long as the water flows.’ ” 

He raked his hat from his head, holding on to the 
Stetson’s dusty black curves with fingers that were 
weathered and lean. Eyes that were used to focusing 
on distant, wild places measured the surrounding 
lands. He didn’t see whatever he was looking for. With 
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a disgusted word he replaced his hat and yanked on 
the rim. 
“T have to find the damn stuff first.” 
What Rio didn’t say was that he had been looking. 
He had come up as dry as the land itself. 
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“A FEW DAYS ago some of the slopes got rain down 
toward Turner’s ranch,’ Hope said, watching Rio from 
the corner of her eye, wondering why he looked so 
grim. “Maybe it will rain here. Anything would help.” 

Reluctantly Rio focused his attention on the sky in- 
stead of the water he sensed was somewhere beneath 
the dry land, waiting to be found, waiting as it had for 
a thousand thousand years. Squinting against the sun, 
he measured the day on an inner, instinctive scale he 
had learned to trust. 

A haze had formed above the peaks. Within the 
haze, thicker streamers of clouds were condensing as 
he watched. Instead of being painfully clear or brassy 
with dust, the air had a silver shimmer to it. 

Moisture. 

Well, that’s something, Rio thought. Not the end of 
the drought, but better than a kick in the butt with a 
dusty boot, which was all they had gotten up to now. 
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“Rain by tonight.” His voice was deep and certain. 
‘A decent rain. Not enough to bring up the water table 
a whole lot, but it should revive a few of the seeps.” 

Hope let out a sigh that was almost a groan. 

He smiled slightly. “Don’t let down yet. We’re not 
off water-hauling duty. But for a week or so we’ll only 
have to make one trip a day, twice at most. We’ll have 
to start hauling feed, though.” 

“T’ll do the hauling. I hired you to find a well, not to 
be a ranch hand.” 

“That’s right,” he said agreeably. “You didn’t hire 
me. I volunteered.” 

“T can’t let you—” 

He cut off her words with a dark blue glance that 
told her he was every bit as determined as she was. He 
was bigger, too, with a masculine power she couldn’t 
hope to match. 

But Rio wasn’t like John Turner. Rio would settle 
disagreements with words, not raw physical strength. 

“If we share the water hauling, you’ll have time to 
ride the land with me,” he continued. 

The words surprised Rio even as he spoke them. He 
had been doing his best not to be alone with Hope. Yet, 
as he heard his own words, he admitted to himself that 
she was a big part of the reason he had offered to find 
a new well for the Valley of the Sun. The thought of 
riding the land with Hope had flowed deeply beneath 
his offer, like artesian water beneath a layer of un- 
yielding slate. 

He couldn’t be her lover, but he could share her 
dream for a time, filling the emptiness that had come 
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to him long ago, when he had stopped believing in his 
own dreams. 

“T’ll bet there are parts of the ranch that you’ve 
never seen,” he said softly. “It’s your land, Hope. Your 
future. Your dream. You should know every hard, beau- 
tiful inch of it.” 

Caught by his words, she looked at him with a long- 
ing she didn’t know how to conceal or control. Like the 
land she loved, Rio could be grim and seductive by 
turns. His eyes were as deeply blue as twilight con- 
densing into night. And like the night, he was alone. 

She sensed very clearly the isolation in him, the 
darkness that lay beneath his smile, the long times of 
silence when he saw no one, heard nothing but the 
wind, and spoke only in the depths of his own mind. 
She felt a driving need to know the secrets hidden in 
his depths, the riches and sweetness that lay beneath a 
hard surface that no one had ever breached. 

And because she wasn’t a fool, she also wondered 
what dangers were waiting beneath his rugged surface, 
fault lines where reality could shift suddenly, crushing 
the unwary. 

Yet danger, too, was part of why Hope loved the 
land. The Valley of the Sun accepted few people, and 
none of them easily. The children of the land knew 
how to survive. They also knew how to live, how to 
take a single moment and find in it an incandescent joy 
that few people ever knew. 

The land had given her the incredible, silky coolness 
of water in the midst of drought. She had known the 
shimmering flash of light as the sun sank behind a 
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stark, blue-black ridge, and she had tasted the pifion- 
scented breeze that flowed out of canyon mouths when 
everywhere else the air was still. She had shared the 
terrible power and beauty of an eagle swooping down 
on its prey, and savored the lush, secret perfume of a 
night-blooming cactus. 

And always, always, there was the land itself, a 
silent symphony in every tone of gold and brown, 
moonrise and night. 

These were just a few of the moments of intense 
pleasure, of soul-deep awareness of being alive, that 
the Valley of the Sun gave to those who understood the 
land. Hope wanted to share those moments with Rio, 
and to discover what other moments he had found to 
share with her. 

“Yes,” she said quietly. “Id like to ride the land with 
you.” 

Rio’s midnight-blue eyes memorized Hope. He saw 
both the darkness and the light in her hazel glance. The 
darkness he understood. 

The light fascinated him as much as it made him 
wary. 

“T’ll unload my gear at the house,” he said neutrally. 
“Tf it’s all right with you, I'll take the east bedroom up- 
stairs. That way you and Mason won’t feel like you 
have to tiptoe through my territory every time you use 
the back porch.” 

“Sounds good.” 

Hope ignored the flash of sensual awareness that 
came at the thought of Rio sleeping in the room next to 
hers. Even if he was sleeping on the floor in her bed- 
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room, she wouldn’t have to lie awake waiting for him 
to craw] into bed with her. Not by so much as a gesture 
had he showed any real sexual interest in her. 

He liked her, though. She was sure of it. Even 
Mason had noticed it. He said that he had never seen 
Rio smile so much as he did when Hope was around. 

“You going to fill the Hope’s tank next?” he asked, 
referring to her slowly failing well. 

Yess 

2 be ready. 

‘Have you eaten yet?” she asked. 

He shrugged. 

Hope looked at the level of the tank she was filling. 
‘“T’ll be finished here in about twenty minutes. Break- 
fast in thirty-five.” 

“You don’t have to make—” 

‘Better hustle,’ she said, cutting across his objection. 
“If your boots aren’t under the table when the eggs are 
finished, I'll feed every bit of your food to the pigs we 
don’t have. That would be a terrible waste of fresh eggs.” 

His smile flashed, a hard curve of white against his 
dark face. He touched his hat brim in a brief salute. 
“Yes, ma’am,” he drawled, his tone both soft and suit- 
ably awed. 

She tried not to smile at his gentle teasing and ended 
up laughing out loud. Rio’s response was that of a po- 
lite, slightly backward boy, yet he radiated a seasoned 
masculinity that was as unmistakable as it was fasci- 
nating. It was impossible not to be amused by the dif- 
ference between the bashful words and the confident 
reality of the man. 
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He saw her struggle not to smile, heard her laughter, 
and winked at her just before he turned to go back to 
the house. 

He didn’t know who was more surprised by the 
wink, Hope or himself. He couldn’t remember the last 
time he had felt so lighthearted, as if the day ahead was 
full of new places and possibilities to explore. There 
was something revitalizing about being in the presence 
of Hope, whether it was the woman or the simple fact 
of hope itself. 

The memory of Rio’s teasing kept Hope’s mood 
light even when the brass coupling on the hose proved 
unusually stubborn. She whacked it apart with the 
heavy wrench, put everything back in its proper place, 
and drove the truck out of the pasture. 

After she washed up outside, she let herself into the 
kitchen through the back porch. A single glance told 
her that Rio hadn’t taken any chances on missing 
breakfast. He had set a place for himself—plate, sil- 
verware, coffee mug, napkin. 

And his boots were tucked neatly under the table. 

Hope laughed, feeling like a teenager again. She had 
expected many things after hearing Mason’s descrip- 
tion of Rio, but a dry sense of the ridiculous wasn’t one 
of them. 

Still smiling, she lit the oven, turned it as low as it 
would go, and put Rio’s plate and a big platter inside. 
With no wasted motions, she took thick slices of bacon 
out of the refrigerator and draped them in a heavy cast- 
iron pan to cook. While the bacon sizzled she cut up 
potatoes into another black pan to fry. 
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When the bacon and potatoes were crisp and ready, 
she moved them onto the platter and tucked it into the 
oven again. Four slices of bread disappeared into the 
toaster. They popped up after a minute, transformed 
into crunchy brown squares. She buttered the toast and 
stashed it in the oven to stay warm. 

As soon as she heard Rio’s soft footsteps on the 
stairs, she reached up to the open cupboard shelf where 
she kept fresh eggs in an unglazed pottery bowl. When 
she brought the bowl down to eye level, she made a 
sound of surprise. A scattering of golden blossoms 
were tucked among the smooth, creamy curves of the 
eggs. The tiny wildflowers had bloomed out of season 
following a desert shower. 

Rio must have picked the flowers on his way off of 
Turner’s ranch. It was the only place around that had 
known rain in months. 

The scent of the flowers was a delicate caress and 
a silent promise of life renewing itself despite the 
harshest drought. She closed her eyes and breathed 
deeply, filling herself with both the fragrance and the 
promise. 

Emotion twisted through Rio as he watched Hope 
from the doorway. He would have given away every- 
thing he owned for the right to hold her, to inhale her 
promise as deeply as she was breathing in the fra- 
grance of flowers. 

But to do that would be to make promises of his 
own, promises he couldn’t keep. Brother-to-the-wind. 

When Hope opened her eyes, she saw Rio watching 
her with an expression that was close to hunger and 
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even closer to regret. She smiled at him, wishing that 
he wasn’t a temporary kind of man, wanting him any- 
way, wanting him even though she knew that he 
wouldn’t take her. 

She didn’t know that her smile was an echo of his 
own expression, hunger and regret mingling into a 
yearning too deep for words. 

“Thank you,” she said huskily. 

He watched her fingertip stroke a soft petal. He 
wished that it was his skin being touched so gently by 
her. 

“My grandmother called them rain flowers,” he said. 
His voice was almost rough with the beat of his blood, 
his hunger, the rushing need he refused to give in to. 
‘She said they were the only gold that mattered in this 
land.” 

“What did your grandfather call them?’ Hope 
asked, remembering Mason saying that one of Rio’s 
grandfathers had been a Zuni shaman. 

Rio’s eyes narrowed as he tried to remember rituals 
from deep in his past. Slowly knowledge condensed 
like clouds across an inner sky, bringing a rain of 
childhood memories. The soft golden blossoms were 
medicine flowers, revered for their survival in the face 
of the harshest conditions. 

Softly he spoke in phrases that had odd rhythms, rit- 
ual intonations, sacred sounds from a time and a place 
and a culture that had never been truly his, for his only 
culture and solace was the land. 

He didn’t translate the words into English for Hope. 
There was no translation that anyone would under- 
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stand. His grandfather’s spiritual center had been a 
blending of Zuni and Navajo, Apache and missionary 
Christian rituals. It had worked for his grandfather in 
ways that Rio understood but couldn’t explain, one 
man’s balancing of the ageless animism of Indian her- 
itage with the overwhelming reality of modern Euro- 
pean man. 

“There’s no real translation for the flower’s name,’ 
Rio said. Then, softly, he added, “I’ve always called 
these flowers hope, for they bloom at times and in 
places where nothing else can survive.” 

Silence stretched between Hope and Rio, a silence 
that shivered with unspoken words and hungers. As 
she looked away from the midnight-blue depths of his 
eyes, she realized that for the first time in her life she 
wanted a man, truly wanted him. 

And then she knew it was deeper than mere wanting. 
It was need, a raw emptiness that she had never known 
before. The thought of not having Rio, of never having 
him, was a pain so intense she had to fight back a cry 
of protest. 

Hope’s hands trembled as she filled a shallow earth- 
enware saucer with a thin layer of water. Carefully she 
picked the small blossoms out of the bowl of eggs and 
floated the flowers on the transparent shimmer of liq- 
uid. She placed the saucer gently on the table between 
her place and Rio’s. 

The blossoms shivered with each movement of the 
water, as though they were alive and taking quick, tiny 
breaths. 

“How do you like your eggs?” she asked, her voice 
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husky with all the things she wanted to say, and knew 
she shouldn’t. 

“Over easy.” ; 

Rio reached past Hope to pick up the huge black 
coffeepot that was warming on the back of the stove. 
His arm brushed over hers. It was an accident, but the 
brief sliding contact sent heat surging through him. He 
remembered the instant weeks ago when her breasts 
had pressed against him while she wrestled with the 
stubborn coupling on the canvas hose. The tactile 
memory was as clear and hot as the flame burning be- 
neath the cast-iron pan. 

The intensity of his response to a memory and a ca- 
sual touch both surprised and unsettled him. Nothing 
had gotten underneath his skin like this for a long, long 
time. 

He had thought that nothing could. 

None of his turmoil showed in his face as he poured 
himself a cup of strong coffee. Life had taught him to 
show no more expression than that of an eagle arrow- 
ing out of the sky to claim its prey. 

As he replaced the coffeepot, Hope reached for an 
egg. Her hand bumped into his arm. She felt resilience, 
heat, and strength as his biceps shifted beneath her fin- 
gers. The temptation to prolong the contact by running 
her palm over his arm almost overwhelmed her. She 
wanted to feel the warm satin of his flesh, the flex of 
his strength, the heat of his life beneath her palm. 

The intensity of her need to touch him shocked her. 
She snatched back her hand as though she had touched 
burning metal. 
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‘Excuse me,” she said quickly. “How many eggs do 
you want?” 

“Four.” 

His voice was absent. He was watching the very fine 
trembling of her fingers as she blindly reached for an 
egg. The evidence of her response to a casual touch set 
off a soundless explosion of hunger deep inside him 
that he could neither control nor deny. 

Angry, needing, yearning, he watched her over the rim 
of his steaming coffee mug. A lock of her bittersweet- 
chocolate hair had crept free of the clip at her nape. The 
tendril of hair slid forward to curl softly against her 
neck. 

He wanted to capture the dark curl in his fingers, to 
lift it to his lips, and then to kiss the golden skin of her 
unclothed neck. 7 

Rio didn’t know how desperately he wanted it until 
he saw his own hand reaching for the silky curl of hair. 
Cursing silently, he made his fingers into a fist and he 
turned his back on Hope’s endless, innocent tempta- 
tions. 

As he pulled out a chair to sit down at the table, he 
saw his boots beneath and remembered Hope’s deli- 
cious laughter floating up the stairway when she dis- 
covered the empty boots. He looked back at her 
silently cooking his breakfast and he . . . hungered. Au- 
tomatically he kicked his stocking feet into the cowboy 
boots and adjusted his pant legs. 

Then he realized he hadn’t stopped watching the 
delicate curve of her neck, hadn’t stopped wanting to 
taste her skin, hadn’t stopped needing her in ways that 
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shocked him even more than the unruly, insistent beat 
of his arousal. The direct response of a teenage boy 
combined with the complex needs of an adult male 
swept over him like wind over the open land. 

And like the land, he had no defenses, only empti- 
ness. 

Grimly he reined his thoughts. There was only one 
way he could touch Hope that wouldn’t destroy both of 
them, and that was by finding water for her, fulfilling 
her dream. It had always been enough for him in the 
past. It would have to be enough now. He had no more 
to give her except emptiness and pain. 

“I’ve been looking over the papers your last hydrol- 
ogist left,’ Rio said. He sipped at the hot coffee and 
added dryly, “Educated man, no doubt about it. But he 
didn’t know a hell of a lot about this country on a first- 
hand basis.” | 

‘He was just out of school.’ Hope turned eggs with 
easy motions of her wrist. “City boy through and 
through. Nice kid. Earnest and real sorry there wasn’t 
any water on my ranch.” 

Hope slid the eggs onto Rio’s warm plate and re- 
trieved the platter with its load of bacon, potatoes, and 
toast. She put it all in front of him. After adding honey 
and a jar of cherry preserves to the table, she left him 
to eat in peace. 

Silently she poured herself a cup of coffee and 
began making sandwiches for lunch on the trail. Be- 
tween sips of coffee she deftly assembled slices of 
beef and slabs of yeasty homemade bread. Several ap- 
ples, plus a double handful of oatmeal and raisin 





BEAUTIFUL DREAMER 147 


cookies, joined the growing heap of food on the 
counter. 

When it was all tightly wrapped and ready to go, she 
poured herself some more coffee and sat opposite Rio, 
not at all bothered by his silence. She had grown up 
around ranch men. Their work was hard and endless. 
No one had time for conversation until after his belly 
was full. Then the men would lean back and talk until 
their food settled or their consciences got the better of 
them and prodded them back to work once more. 

Rio sensed Hope’s relaxation and relaxed com- 
pletely himself, grateful for her acceptance of silence. 
It left him free to savor each bite of the crisp fried po- 
tatoes, country bacon, homemade bread, and perfectly 
cooked eggs. He ate every bit of breakfast, mopped his 
plate neatly with a last crust of toast, and sighed with 
real pleasure. 

“T ll take my wages in your cooking any day,” he 
said, meaning every word. 

She shrugged and smiled slightly. She had been 
raised cooking. She had always loved it, the colors and 
the textures and the smells, the pure sensual reward of 
creating a good meal. Her mother and older sister had 
never understood how she felt. To them, the kitchen 
was a punishment for being born female on a ranch. 

“It’s hard to go wrong cooking breakfast when you 
have fresh eggs in the cupboard and your neighbor’s 
best pig in the freezer,’ Hope said. 

Rio made a sound of disgust. “Tell that to the hun- 
dred bunkhouse cooks I’ve known.” 

Her smile widened. “That’s how I learned. The 
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hands threw the cook in the corral trough and threat- 
ened to quit. I was only ten, but I’d been cooking since 
I was seven.” 

“What about your mother?” 

“She hated cooking.” 

Rio heard more than the words. He heard the sad- 
ness and the acceptance and the loss that never went 
away but simply became part of life. He understood 
those things, and respected the fact that Hope faced 
what life gave her with a smile and the quiet strength 
that came from accepting what would never change. 

“Did you spend much time in the drink?’ Rio 
asked, smiling in spite of his thoughts. The image of a 
young Hope dumped into the horse trough was be- 
guiling. She would have taken it with a splash and a 
smile, pulled herself out, and dripped all over the 
nearest cowboy. 

“Just once. Thank God it was summer. The dunking 
felt real good.” 

‘What did you do to earn the trough?” 

“I made chocolate cake, but I mixed up the sugar 
and the salt. It was so awful even the dog wouldn’t eat 
it.” 

Rio threw back his head and laughed. 

The deep sound was as much a reward to Hope as 
his enjoyment of breakfast had been. She laughed 
softly with him, shaking her head at the memory of her 
mistake. 

“Even today when I make a chocolate cake, Mason 
takes a very tiny first bite,’ she admitted. She smiled 
into her coffee cup. “Nothing obvious, mind you. Just 
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a cautious little taste to make sure the sugar and the salt 
didn’t get swapped around.” 

“T’11 remember that.” 

He drained his coffee cup with a long swallow, then 
stood up with a smooth determination that Hope re- 
membered from her childhood. Man of the house, fed 
and ready to go back to work. 

The thought of what it would be like to have Rio as 
the man of her house leaped into her mind, burning 
with an intensity that stopped her heart. She forced 
herself to breathe, to push the idea of Rio aside, to 1g- 
nore it. Impossible dreams had killed her mother and 
her sister. Hope had vowed that they wouldn’t kill her. 

She didn’t have the strength or the emotion to spare 
for destructive dreaming. She knew it as surely as she 
knew that the man called Rio was as rootless as the 
wind keening across the land, always searching for 
something, never finding it, always moving on. 

She hadn’t needed Mason to tell her. It was there in 
Rio’s eyes, in his silences, in his memories of a hun- 
dred bunkhouse cooks. 

Rio’s long fingers tightened around his coffee mug 
as he saw darkness veil the humor that had made 
Hope’s eyes brilliant just a moment before. He won- 
dered what memory or fear had come to her, stealing 
her laughter. 

Suddenly, savagely, he wanted to know what 
haunted her. Then he wanted to smooth the downward 
curve of regret from her mouth with his own lips. But 
if he did, in the end they both would have more regrets, 
more sadness, the unending bitterness of betrayal. 
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She couldn’t leave the Valley of the Sun. 

He couldn't stay. 

Brother-to-the-wind. 

For the first time, Rio understood the tears in his 
grandfather’s eyes when he told his grandson his true 
name. 





Eleven 


1S 


AFTER BREAKFAST, Hope and Rio walked beneath an 
empty, cloudless sky to the horse pasture just beyond 
the barn. The lunch she had just packed was in the sad- 
dlebags over his shoulder. So was a canteen of coffee. 
It would lose its heat soon enough, but people who 
worked the land learned to take coffee at whatever 
temperature they could get it. 

‘Where do you want to start?’ Hope asked. 

“We'll ride the boundaries first.” 

“High or low?” 

He gestured toward the Perdidas rising in stark 
grandeur above the rumpled land. “Up there at the 
northern end of the ranch.” 

“Then you better take a good horse,’ she said. “The 
Valley of the Sun goes as low as two thousand feet here 
in the south and as high as seven up along the northern 
boundaries.” 
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“You have timberland?’ Surprise was clear in Rio’s 
voice and in the dark line of his eyebrows. 

She gave him a wry, sideways glance. “Timberland? 
Are you kidding? If it’s a tree, it’s on government-lease 
land. The part of the ranch that’s above seven thousand 
feet is all on northwest-facing slopes.” 

“Northwest facing,” he repeated, shaking his head. 
“That means nothing grows but big sage, mountain 
mahogany, pifion, and juniper.” 

“You got it. Not a decent board foot in the lot.” 

His mouth turned down in a sardonic curl. “It’s the 
same way all over Nevada. The best land is govern- 
ment, the worst is Indian, and the rest of the Basin and 
Range country belongs to anyone tough and smart 
enough to hammer a living out of it.” 

“But it’s beautiful land,’ Hope said. 

‘Most people don’t think so. They look at the sage- 
brush and the bare mountains and they can’t drive 
through the state fast enough. Maybe you have to be 
born here to appreciate it.” 

“My mother was born here. She hated it.” 

“So did mine,” Rio admitted. “Being raised on a 
reservation was no treat for anyone, especially a 
part-Indian girl who looked like she got off at the 
wrong bus stop. She couldn’t get off the res fast 
enough.” 

“Did your father like it?” 

Rio made a sound that could have been laughter, but 
was too hard. “He hated this land more than she did. 
He was part Athabascan, born to northern forests and 
lakes. He hated them, too. But most of all he hated 
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being called Indian when his father was a renegade 
Scotsman and his mother was a quarter Dutch.” 

Hope glanced sideways at Rio. She wondered if his 
father had been like him, strong bones and easy 
strength, raven-black hair and quick mind, silences as 
deep as the night. 

He hated being called Indian. 

She wondered if Rio did. 

As though hearing her silent question, Rio moved 
his wide shoulders in a casual shrug that belied the 
dark memories in his eyes. “My father never grew up. 
He never accepted the fact that there’s no such thing as 
mostly white. People look at you and see only not 
white.” 

There was a cynicism in Rio’s words that made 
Hope ache. She wanted to say he was oe She knew 
he was right. 

But not when it came to her. “When I look at you,” 
she said calmly, “I see a man. A good one. Period.” 

He glanced quickly aside at Hope. Her voice was 
like her expression, matter-of-fact. He could take it or 
leave it, but it wouldn’t change the truth of how she 
saw the world. 

How she saw him. 

Without knowing what he was doing, he lifted his 
hand to touch her cheek. Before he could, a drumroll 
of approaching hooves drew his attention away from 
Hope. 

Storm Walker was cantering toward the fence, mak- 
ing rhythmic thunder roll from his dark hooves. In the 
center of the pasture, two of Hope’s four remaining 
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mares watched the Appaloosa stallion rush to meet the 
humans. 

The stud was worth watching. Black except for a 
white stocking and the black-spotted white “blanket” 
that covered his powerful rump, Storm Walker moved 
with a muscular grace that made Rio want to climb on 
the strong black back and ride forever. 

With a horseman’s knowing, appreciative eye, he 
watched the stallion mince up to the fence and nicker 
a greeting. Quietly he stroked Storm Walker’s warm, 
glossy neck. 

Neither the man nor the stud was wary of the other. 
They had made friends the first time Rio leaned against 
the fence and talked Storm Walker over to him in low, 
soothing tones. Since then Rio had come to the horse 
pasture at least once a day, bringing a reassuring touch, 
a sprinkle of salt, and an admiration that grew every 
time the stallion moved over the ground with long, liq- 
uid strides. 

Storm Walker blew on Rio’s hat and shirt collar. 
Smiling, he pushed away the velvety muzzle. 

“You're an old softie, aren’t you,” he said in a low 
voice. 

Hope snorted. “Only until you get in the saddle. 
Then he’II shake the change right out of your pockets.” 

‘“Rough-gaited?” Rio asked, surprised. “He sure 
doesn’t look it.” 

“Oh, once he settles down he’s as smooth as deep 
water.” She paused, then added dryly, “But settling this 
bad boy down is a bone-shaking proposition, kind of 
like riding a landslide. He needs a lot more work than 
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he’s gotten lately. He’s spring-loaded and looking for 
fun.” 

‘Hauling water hasn’t left you any time to give him 
exercise,’ Rio said, understanding. 

‘Even if I had time, I can’t risk getting thrown. If I 
break an arm or a leg trying to settle Storm Walker 
down, I’d have to sell my cattle or let them die of 
thirst.” She shrugged. “My prancing bad boy will just 
have to wait until the rains come. Then I'll ride his 
spotted tail right into the ground.” 

Rio’s smile faded at the thought of Hope climbing 
up on the big stud and being bucked off into a corral 
fence. Not that he thought she was a bad rider. He 
knew she wasn’t. When he had put her up on Dusk, 
Hope had been as graceful and confident in the saddle 
as she was on the ground. 

But Storm Walker was big, hard, and had a stallion’s 
aggressive temperament. 

“Is he a good rough-country horse?” Rio asked. 

‘He was born in the foothills east of here and ran 
free for the first three years of his life.” 

“Like Dusk. She lived wild until two years ago.” 

“Did you catch her?” 

He nodded. “She led me on one hell of a chase, too.” 
His eyes focused on an inner landscape of memory. 
“Her mama was a ranch horse gone wild, an 
Arab-—quarter horse mix that was tougher than an old 
boot. Her daddy was part Morgan, part Arab, and 
ninety percent cougar, near as I could tell.” 

Hope remembered how her father had hated it when 
the wild horse herds grew beyond the land’s ability to 
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renew itself and still feed the herds. Then the meat 
hunters would come, chasing the wild horses with air- 
planes and driving them lathered and terrified into 
funnel-shaped corrals concealed by brush. 

The hunts had been necessary to cull the herds back 
from the brink of starvation and to return feral horses 
to their owners. Necessary, but brutal. The alterna- 
tive—starvation, disease, and a lingering death—was 
even more brutal. 

Hope sighed. “How did you catch Dusk? Airplane?” 

“T used the oldest method, the one the Indians in- 
vented centuries ago, when the Spanish horses were so 
new to America that the Cheyenne called them ‘big 
dogs.’ ” 

She smiled. “What method 1s that?” 

‘“T walked Dusk down.” 

Turning, Hope stared at Rio. Mason had told her of 
men walking down wild horses more than a century 
ago. They followed the wild herds from water hole to 
water hole, never allowing them to rest. At first the 
horses ran at the sight and smell of man. Then they 
cantered. Then they trotted. Then they walked. Finally 
they were too tired to move at all. 

It, too, could be a brutal method of capture, but at 
least it was almost as hard on the men as it was on the 
horses. 

“Tt wasn’t that bad,’ Rio said, understanding the ex- 
pression on Hope’s face. “I wore out Dusk’s flight re- 
sponse as much as her feet. I just hung around the 
fringes of the herd, leaving bits of salt and grain, fol- 
lowing the mustangs everywhere until I kind of grew 
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on her. By the time I walked up to her with a rope, she 
simply wasn’t afraid of me anymore. I was a member 
of the herd.” He grinned suddenly. “A strange, slow, 
small, awkward kind of horse, but one of the herd just 
the same.” 

‘How long did it take you?” 

“Eight weeks. Ten. Maybe more. [ lost track of time. 
This country’s good for that.” 

“Losing track of time?” 

Rio nodded absently. His attention was once again 
on the glossy Appaloosa stallion. “Mind if I ride him 
today?” 

“Only if you break something,” Hope said wryly. 

“T wouldn’t hurt a hair on his spotted hide.” 

“Tt wasn’t Storm Walker’s hide I was worried 
about,” she retorted. “He’s only been ridden a few 
times in the last year.” 

“He looks it. Just full of himself, isn’t he? Don’t 
worry, we’ll do fine together.” 

Hope smiled. “Forget I said anything, just like I for- 
got that you make your living as a horse trainer when 
you aren’t drilling wells for dirt-poor dreamers.” 

He looked at her, curious about the complex emo- 
tions in her voice when she described herself as a dirt- 
poor dreamer. 

“Td love for you to ride Storm Walker,’ she said. 
“The longer he goes without work, the harder he’ll be 
for me to handle. And he never was easy. Not for the 
first few minutes, anyway.” 

Rio didn’t waste any more time talking about it. He 
flipped the saddlebags he was carrying over the corral 
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rail and went after Storm Walker. He had the stallion 
caught, curried, bridled, saddled, and inside the corral 
before Hope could change her mind. 

Storm Walker knew what was coming. He was danc- 
ing and snorting, bristling with energy and eager for 
some fun. 

“You sure you want to ride him?” she asked Rio. 
“You don’t have to. I need a well more than I need a 
well-behaved stud.” 

Rio grinned like a boy. “You’re doing me a favor. 
- [ve wanted to climb on Storm Walker since the first 
time I saw his glossy hide across the pasture.” 

“Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” With one 
hand wrapped around the bridle just above the bit, she 
held the stallion still for Rio to mount. “Tell me when 
you're ready.” 

Rio gathered the reins tightly and sprang into the 
saddle with catlike ease. His feet settled into the stir- 
rups as Storm Walker’s body bunched into a hard knot 
of protest. 

‘Turn him loose,’ Rio said softly. 

Expecting Storm Walker to explode, Hope let go of 
the bridle and climbed the corral fence in two seconds 
flat. 

Rio didn’t allow the stallion to buck. He held the 
horse’s head up and let him fight a useless battle with the 
bit. The stud’s powerful hindquarters rippled as he alter- 
nately lashed out with his heels and spun on his hocks. 
Sudden spins and jerks were the only way he could try to 
unload his rider, short of scraping Rio off on the fence or 
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rolling over on him. Storm Walker was basically too 
good-tempered a horse to resort to those tactics. 

Bucking, on the other hand, was just good clean fun. 

Smiling slightly, Hope watched the man and the 
horse test each other, probing for weaknesses. Storm 
Walker backed up constantly, as though to say if he 
couldn’t buck, he wasn’t going to go forward, either. 
Rio’s long, powerful legs closed around the stud’s 
black barrel, urging him forward with relentless pres- 
sure. Rio could have used the small, blunt spurs he al- 
ways wore on his boots, but he didn’t. 

After a few backward circuits of the corral, Storm 
Walker stood still and chewed the bit resentfully. 

“Round one to you,’ Hope said. 

Rio glanced sideways and said dryly, “Something 
tells me I can either let this son buck here or I can let 
him buck out there when my mind is on something 
else.” 

“You've got it. Storm Walker just won’t settle down 
until he’s had his fun.” 

“Yeah, I was afraid of that. Had a horse like him 
once? 

“What happened to it?” 

“I swapped it for a dog and shot the dog,’ Rio 
drawled. “Course, it was a gelding and ugly as sin.” 

She laughed, not believing a word of it. 

With a sigh Rio tugged his hat down hard, eased his 
grip on the reins, and touched Storm Walker lightly 
with his spurs. The stud’s head shot down, his heels 
shot up, and for the next few minutes he did his best to 
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turn inside out. Rio rode the whirlwind with a skill that 
made it look easy. 

Hope wasn’t fooled. She had ridden that same whirl- 
wind more than once. She knew there was nothing easy 
about Storm Walker working off a head of steam. 

After the first few moments she let out her breath, 
confident that neither horse nor man would be hurt. 
She relaxed on the top railing, hooked her feet around 
the next railing down, and simply enjoyed the man and 
the stallion as they tore up the corral, two healthy ani- 
mals perfectly matched, enjoying the test of power 
against skill. 

Without warning, Storm Walker’s head came up. He 
snorted deeply, then pricked his ears and looked over 
his shoulder at the man who hadn’t come unstuck. 

“Finished?” Rio drawled. 

Storm Walker rubbed his nose on Rio’s boot and 
then stood as placidly as a cow, waiting for instructions 
from his rider. 

“That’s it,’ Hope said, jumping down from the 
fence. “He won’t buck again this ride.” 

“Thank God for small favors.” 

Rio stretched his back and shoulders, feeling the 
stallion’s unleashed power in every muscle of his body. 
Then he looked at Hope’s slender form and wondered 
how she had managed to stay on top of Storm Walker. 
It wasn’t raw strength, that was for sure. 

“My hat’s off to you,” Rio said simply. “You must be 
one hell of a rider.” 

Hope grinned. “I’ve eaten my share of dirt. And that 
spotted stud fed me most of it.” 
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He chuckled and shook his head, enjoying her 
matter-of-fact acceptance of getting thrown. At the 
same time he quietly promised himself that if Storm 
Walker unloaded anyone for a while, it would be him. 
There was just a whole lot of power in that stud’s spot- 
ted body. He could hurt a rider and never mean to. 

“Want to ride Dusk,’ Rio asked, “or does one of 
your mares need work?” 

“T’ll ride Aces. She’s Storm Walker’s favorite. He’ll 
be less anxious to get home if she’s along.” 

Rio moved to dismount, then stopped and looked 
dubiously at Storm Walker. 

Hope hid her smile. “Don’t worry. You’re okay as 
long as you don’t take off the saddle. That’s how Storm 
Walker knows a ride is finished—when the saddle 
comes off.” 

“One bucking session per saddling, huh?” 

“That’s it.” 

‘Makes a man consider the joys of sleeping in the 
saddle,” he said dryly. 

Hope stopped trying to hide her amusement. She 
leaned against Storm Walker and let laughter bubble 
up like pure spring water. It had been a long time since 
she had simply given herself to any emotion except de- 
termination. When the last laughter finally rippled into 
silence, she took a deep breath and looked up at Rio. 

“You're good for me,” she said, her lips still curving 
in a deep smile. 

“Keep you from breaking your neck?” he guessed. 

“No. You teach me to laugh again. I’d almost for- 
gotten how.” 
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Her words sank into Rio like water into thirsty land, 
renewing him. Without stopping to think, he smiled 
gently and touched her cheek with his fingertips. 

“It’s you who teach me,” he said, his voice warm 
and deep. 

“What?” she whispered. 

“Beautiful dreamer,’ he said softly. “You don’t 
know, do you? You don’t know what your dreams do to 
me. And your laughter.” 

Abruptly he closed his eyes, shutting out the vision 
of Hope watching him, eyes luminous with dreams, 
deep with promises that shouldn’t be made and 
couldn’t be kept. The fingers that had touched her so 
gently retreated and clenched into a fist on his thigh. 

“Tl wish to Christ I was a different kind of man,’ he 
said bitterly. 

“T don’t.” She trembled from his brief touch and 
from the savage emotions that had made his voice 
harsh. “I wouldn’t change you any more than I would 
trade the Valley of the Sun for the green Perdidas. I 
was made for this land, Rio.” 

And I’m afraid I was made for you, too. 

She didn’t say the words aloud. She didn’t have to. 
He heard them clearly in his own mind, as clearly as 
though he had spoken them himself. 

And then he was afraid that he had. 





Twelve 


1S 


SITTING ASTRIDE STORM WALKER, Rio didn’t open his 
eyes again until he sensed Hope moving away. Brood- 
ing, he watched her go to the horse pasture. A clear 
whistle floated through the air. One of the horses 
whickered and trotted over to her. Like Storm Walker, 
the mare’s stride was leggy and elegant. 

A minute later, using nothing more than her fingers 
twisted lightly into the slate-colored mane, Hope led 
the dark gray mare into the corral where Storm Walker 
and Rio waited. The mare was big, clean-limbed, and 
powerful. She moved with the calm assurance of a do- 
mestic animal that had never been mistreated. 

Hope shut the corral gate behind Aces and went 
into the barn. She returned almost immediately with 
a saddle, blanket, bridle, and a bucket of grooming 
tools. 

Rio dismounted as smoothly as he had gone into the 
saddle in the first place. One-handed, he took Aces’ 
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saddle from Hope and flipped it expertly over the top 
rail of the corral. The blanket followed. 

Together, working in silence, they groomed the 
mare. Before Hope could, Rio checked the mare’s 
steel shoes carefully, knowing they would be going 
over some rugged, stony land. He checked the saddle 
cinch with equal care, looking for any weakness that 
could make the strap give way at the very instant it 
was most needed. A fall in rough country could easily 
be fatal. 

While Hope watched, bemused at having the famil- 
iar tasks taken from her hands, Rio saddled Aces with 
the same automatic ease that he had done everything 
else. He had spent his life around horses. It showed in 
every smooth motion he made. 

When Aces was ready, Rio pulled his oversized sad- 
dlebags off the corral rail and tied them in place behind 
Storm Walker’s saddle. Not quite trusting the stallion 
to behave, he mounted in a single catlike motion. If the 
stud bucked, Rio would be ready. 

As though the thought of bucking had never crossed 
his well-bred mind, the stallion turned eagerly toward 
the corral gate. With a wry smile at his own expense, 
Rio opened the wooden gate, let the horses out, and then 
refastened the gate without getting out of the saddle. 

“How did the last hydrologist get around?” he 
asked. 

“Truck,” Hope said succinctly, 

Beneath the shield of hat brim and eyelashes, she 
glanced aside at Rio. The harsh lines on his face had 
relaxed and his voice was calm, neutral, wholly con- 





BEAUTIFUL DREAMER 165 


trolled. It was as though he had never touched her, 
never regretted the kind of man he was, never heard her 
response, never shut her out so finally behind his 
closed eyes. 

But he had done all of those things. 

Hope turned Aces onto a dirt ranch road that went a 
short way into the foothills. 

Rio followed. “Just a truck? He must have missed a 
lot of your land.” 

“He had a fistful of survey maps.” 

“Good thing, maps. Save a man a lot of saddle and 
boot leather. Not worth much for finding wells, 
though.” 

She let out a long breath. “That’s what I hoped. I just 
don’t see how he could spread out a piece of paper on 
the kitchen table and then tell me that if there was any 
artesian water on my ranch, it was three miles down 
and hotter than hell.” 

Rio’s mouth turned in a sardonic curve that was a 
long way from his earlier smiles. “He was half-right. 
Three miles down it is hotter than hell.” 

With a light touch of spurs, he lifted Storm Walker 
into a lope on the dirt road. He held that pace until the 
horses began to breathe deeply and their coats took on 
a satin sheen that was just short of sweat. Then he al- 
ternated between a trot and a lope, eating up the miles 
without wearing down the horses. 

When he reined Storm Walker back down to a walk, 
Aces was still alongside, her gunmetal legs easily 
keeping pace with the more powerful stallion. Rio nod- 
ded approvingly. 
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“Good animal,” he said. 

Hope: smiled. “Thanks. I picked her out when she 
was two days old.” 

“You have a good eye.” 

“Right now I’d rather have a good well.” 

“Tf it’s here to find, you’ll get it. According to my 
map, the road ends two miles up from here. Is there a 
trail to the ranch boundary?” 

“The road ends a mile up,” she corrected. “Land- 
slide.” 

He smiled slightly. ““That’s the problem with maps. 
The land keeps changing.” 

‘“There’s a trail to Pinon Camp. Dad used to hunt 
deer there. That’s only a few hundred yards from the 
ranch boundary, | think.’ She shrugged. “Close 
enough. It’s hard to tell without an expensive, full- 
blown formal survey.” 

“It’s hard to tell with one,’ Rio said wryly. “Some- 
times it seems like each new surveyor has a new opin- 
ion. Besides, a surprising amount of the Basin and 
Range country has never been surveyed. Hell, it’s 
hardly even been settled. Two or three cities and a 
whole lot of sagebrush and mountains in between.” 

“That’s why I love it. Plenty of room to just... be 

“Yes,” he said. “A lot of people don’t understand 
that.” 

“Good. Leaves more room for the rest of us.” 

Smiling, Rio looked down at the road. There hadn’t 
been enough rain to wipe out the tracks of the last ve- 
hicle to pass over the gritty surface. In places that were 
protected from the wind, tire marks still showed 
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clearly. He noted that the tread patterns weren’t those 
of either ranch truck. 

“Hunters?” he asked, gesturing toward the tire 
tracks. 

“The hydrologist. He came up here to get an 
overview of the whole ranch.” 

“Well, at least he wasn’t entirely a fool. That’s one 
of the things we’re going to do.” 

The hydrologist’s tire tracks went up to the land- 
slide, stopped, crossed over themselves, and headed 
back down the mountain. Rio guided Storm Walker 
carefully around the tracks, looking for boot marks or 
any other sign that the hydrologist had gotten out of his 
truck and walked around. 

There weren’t any tracks. 

Rio turned in the saddle and looked back over the 
trail. The road had climbed steeply in the last mile. 
There was a clear view of the tiny ranch buildings, the 
low desert basin beyond, and the next mountain range 
beyond that. 

“This is as far as he went,’ Hope said. “I told him 
that Pinon Camp had a better view. He said he could 
see more than enough from here.” 

She looked beyond the landslide to the Perdidas ris- 
ing darkly above the dry foothills. Then she turned as 
Rio had, toward the west. 

The ranch boundaries sprawled invisibly along the 
rugged foothills like a carelessly thrown blanket. The 
basin between the Perdidas and the next mountain 
range fifteen miles to the west was low desert, a place 
of alkali flats in the summer and temporary, brackish 
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lakes during the season of winter rain and mountain 
runoff. 

The foothills were rugged, but not as steep as the east- 
facing foothills of the Perdidas. Small valleys thick with 
grass lay in the creases of the hills, guarded by rocky 
ridges where big sage and pinon and mahogany grew 
nearly twenty feet tall. They were shrubs rather than true 
trees, but so tall they were often called pygmy forests. 

The endless changes of elevation fascinated Hope, 
basins alternating with mountain ranges that looked 
like tawny velvet waves frozen forever in the moment 
of breaking. A thin silver haze of heat shimmered 
above the basins, blending invisibly into the blue- 
white haze of extreme distance. There was nothing to 
stop the eye but range after range of mountains falling 
away to the far curve of the earth. 

“How much do you know about the geological his- 
tory of this land?” Rio asked quietly. 

“Not much more than the name ‘Basin and Range,’ 
and that’s self-explanatory,” she said, gesturing toward 
the view. “Basin followed by mountain range followed 
by basin, world without end.” 

His clear eyes narrowed slightly as he focused on 
the distant horizon. World without end. 

“You live in a rare place, Hope. It’s almost unique 
on earth. Its closest cousins are the Baikal region of 
Siberia and the African Rift Valley. Those are places 
where the crust of the earth is being stretched by the 
force of molten basalt pressing up from below, literally 
tearing the continent apart. The crust thins and breaks 
apart under the pressure in a process called rifting.” 
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Hope turned toward Rio, drawn by the near-reverence 
in his deep voice. 

“In Africa the process has gone so far that parts of 
the rift are below sea level, just waiting for the south 
end of the rift to split the edge of the African continent 
and let in the ocean. Then a new sea will be born. Like 
the Red Sea, where the Arabian peninsula slowly split 
away from Africa and salt water bled into the gap, con- 
cealing the rift.” 

He watched the horizon for a moment longer, but his 
eyes saw only the compelling, massive, surpassingly 
slow movements of continental plates over spans of 
time so immense that they could only be named, not 
understood. Geological time. Deep time. 

“A similar kind of crustal spreading is happening all 
the way down the center of the Atlantic Ocean,” he added. 

Just listening to Rio made Hope ache with all that 
couldn’t be. His words were alive with a subtle excite- 
ment, the voice of a man who saw things few other 
people could, a man who was intellectually, spiritually, 
and sensually alive to the world around him. 

“Tl show you maps of it tonight,” he said. “The At- 
lantic rift is really something, all the frozen ridges of 
basalt and the flat intermediary basins being pushed 
east and west from a great central seam at the bottom 
of the ocean.” 

“Td like to see that.” 

Slowly Rio’s focus returned to the rugged land in 
front of him instead of the images in his mind. “The 
Basin and Range country is pulling itself apart, just 
like the Atlantic. Basalt wells up deep below the sur- 
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face, fracturing the crust in thousands of fault zones. 
Some of the land rises along the faults, some drops, 
and then huge blocks of land tilt up and back like a dog 
pushing up on its haunches after sleeping in the sun.” 

Hope smiled at the image of blocks of land chang- 
ing positions like a pack of great, shaggy dogs. 

‘“That’s what makes our mountain ranges,” he said. 
“The tilting. Look over there. See it?” 

She followed his glance from the Perdidas to the 
distant basin shimmering with heat. 

“Tilting is why the west side of the mountains isn’t 
as steep as the east side,” he explained. “The uplift is 
sharper on the east face of the blocks. If you look 
with your mind as well as your eyes, you can see the 
blocks of land shearing apart, rocking back, rising, 
mountains growing up into the sky. And the higher 
the mountains go, the more clouds are combed out of 
the sky, and the less rain falls on the eastern side. The 
dry side.” 

“Valley of the Sun.” 

“Yes. And a lot of other valleys. That’s where part of 
your water problem comes from. The Basin and Range 
country is in the rain shadow of the Sierra Nevada 
mountains. Young mountains, tall and growing taller. 
They block the clouds coming off the Pacific Ocean, 
milk them, and very little rain escapes to the other side. 
It’s as though the mountains cast a shadow where it 
rarely rains.” 

He shifted slightly in the saddle, putting his palm 
flat on the saddle horn, and studied the land he sensed 
in his soul as much as saw with his eyes. 
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“Okay, living in a rain shadow is part of my prob- 
lem,” Hope said. “What’s the rest?” 

‘There just isn’t as much water in the atmosphere as 
there used to be,” he said simply. “We’re in a dry cycle. 
And I don’t mean only the last few decades or genera- 
tions. A hundred thousand years ago, if we looked over 
the Basin and Range country, we would have seen 
water, not sagebrush.” 

At first she thought Rio was joking. A look at his 
face told her that he wasn’t. He was watching the land 
with eyes that saw through the surface of reality to the 
shifting forces beneath—shaman’s eyes, darker than 
twilight, as hypnotic as his voice sinking into her, 
wrapping her in visions of an earth she had never 
dreamed. 

“A lot of little lakes and two big ones covered this 
land,’ he said. “One of the lakes was nearly nine thou- 
sand square miles of water. The other was twenty thou- 
sand square miles.” As though he was remembering, 
his eyes looked inward. “They were deep lakes. Hun- 
dreds of feet deep. They filled the rift in the land where 
the crust was being pulled apart.” 

“How? Was there really that much more rain back 
then?” 

“Partly it was more rain. Mostly it was runoff and 
meltwater from the Sierras. The mountains got a lot 
more rain and snow then. Rivers that only run part of 
the time now were a year-round torrent racing down to 
fill the crustal rift.” 

“What about evaporation? Why didn’t the runoff 
lakes dry up then the way they do now?” 
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“Tt wasn’t as hot, which meant less evaporation. The 
water that came to the Great Basin stayed and created 
lakes. Men lived along the lakes, fished there, explored 
island mountain peaks covered with pines and glaciers, 
hunted animals that are now extinct, and saw vast 
fields of wildflowers bloom.” 

Hope listened without moving, enthralled by the 
words and the man who spoke them. While Rio talked 
she saw her land change before her eyes—and she saw 
him change, too. His country drawl was overlaid with 
words and phrases and concepts that should have been 
utterly alien to a drifting cowhand. 

“But the last ice age ended, the weather warmed, 
and rivers stopped running year-round,” he said. “Less 
moisture to evaporate. Less moisture to gentle the cli- 
mate. More evaporation and then more, until the rains 
couldn’t keep up.” His voice was low, intense, seeing 
today’s drought foreshadowed in the climatic shifts of 
fifteen thousand years ago. “The vast lakes began to 
evaporate. They shrank and shrank and shrank until 
nothing is left today but what we call Great Salt Lake 
and Pyramid Lake on the California-Nevada border.” 

He closed his eyes for a moment, seeing it happen, 
vast lakes becoming a desert. “All that immensity of 
water. Gone.” 

Hope saw, too, and mourned. 

When Rio’s eyes opened, he looked out on today’s 
land, a dry land layered with fossil life forms from 
long-dead lakes. | 

“Today almost no water flows out of the Basin and | 
Range country to any sea,” he said simply. “Think of | 
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it, Hope. Thousands upon thousands of square miles 
of land drained by rivers that run into the desert and 
vanish. Mountain runoff goes down to the playas, the 
sinks, the basins between the ranges. And there the 
water stays. There are no networks of ponds and 
lakes, no rills and creeks and rivers running down to 
a waiting sea. There is only a blazing sun and an 
empty sky. And the wind, always the wind, blowing 
over the changing face of the land, touching all of its 
secrets.” 

Hope heard both Rio’s words and the hissing whis- 
per of a dry wind blowing over the Valley of the Sun. 
She had a thousand questions to ask him, a lifetime of 
questions aching for answers. Yet she didn’t speak be- 
cause she wanted him to keep talking, wanted to see 
the world as he saw it, an endless process of change 
and renewal, seas and mountains rising and falling, 
continents shifting. 

And through it all there were rivers and clouds preg- 
nant with rain, the recurring miracle of water. 

As though Rio sensed her silent plea, he began talk- 
ing again. “In the rare cases where there’s still enough 
runoff to keep a low spot covered with water year- 
round, the lakes evaporate at a fantastic rate, up to one 
hundred fifty inches a year.” 

Hope winced. “God. It barely rains a tenth of that 
most years.” 

‘“That’s how fresh becomes salt, over time. All 
water, even so-called fresh water, contains tiny 
amounts of dissolved salts. When the water evaporates, 
what goes into the air is truly fresh, no salts allowed. 
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The salts stay behind. Each year the fresh water goes 
and the salts remain.” 

Her saddle creaked as she moved slightly, as though 
she would hold back the flight of water from the dry 
land. 

“Without enough new, fresh water, evaporation 
slowly turns a freshwater lake into a saltwater lake, 
useless to animals or plants,” Rio said simply. “The 
Great Salt Lake is what’s left of one of the huge Pleis- 
tocene lakes. Mono Lake is the remainder of another. 
Salt and little water.” He shrugged. ““That’s how it went 
from the Sierra Nevada to western Utah and even be- 
yond. All that land. All that water stolen by the sun and 
the thirsty sky.” 

Hope waited, watching him with an intensity that 
made her eyes almost dark. ““Then the hydrologist was 
right? There’s no hope for my ranch?” 

Rio shifted in the saddle, wanting to promise and 
knowing he couldn’t. All he could do was offer a fight- 
ing chance. 

And that was all she had asked for. A fighting 
chance. 

‘Not all of the water evaporates,” he said. “Some of 
it slides down into the land itself. It gathers between 
fist-sized rocks and pebbles no bigger than my thumb. 
It hides between grains of sand and oozes between par- 
ticles of silt so fine you have to use a microscope to see 
them. It sinks down into some of the rock layers of the 
mountains themselves, limestone and sandstone and 
shale.” 

Suddenly Rio turned and pinned Hope with a vivid, 
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midnight-blue glance. “And the water stays there. 
There’s water all through this country. Some of it is old 
water, fossil water, rains that fell when men hunted 
mammoths by the shores of ancient lakes.” 

Wind like a long exhalation from the past moved 
over Hope’s skin, stirring her in a primal response. She 
looked at her ranch with new eyes, seeing beyond the 
drought of today to the water of a million yesterdays. 
When she turned back to Rio, her eyes were radiant 
with the vision he had shared. 

He saw the beauty of her eyes, green and gold and 
brown, a mixture of colors that changed with each shift 
of light. He saw his own vision of time and the coun- 
try reflected in her eyes and in the primal shiver of 
awareness that rippled through her. 

And then he knew that she had understood his words 
as few people would have, or could. She had listened 
with her soul as weli as her mind. She had seen time 
and the great land as he saw them, sharing his vision in 
an intimacy that he had never known with anyone. 

At that moment he wanted nothing more than to lift 
Hope from the saddle and let her flow over his skin and 
he over hers like a rain-sweetened wind, touching all 
the secret places, bringing a passionate storm, sharing 
his flesh with her as deeply as he had shared his mind. 

Silently cursing his unruly body, Rio reined Storm 
Walker around the landslide. After a moment he heard 
the long-legged gray mare follow. A shod hoof made a 
distinctive sound as steel rang on a stone buried just 
beneath the surface of the landslide. 

When Aces moved alongside the stallion, Rio didn’t 
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look at Hope. He couldn’t. He was afraid that she 
would read the hunger in his eyes, afraid that her eyes 
would be hungry, too. Then he would reach for her, lift 
her into his arms, know her as deeply as he knew the 
land. 

And in time the wind would blow and he would 
leave her as surely as water had left the land. 

Rio rode on, wondering if the Great Basin’s long- 
vanished rains hated themselves for leaving a hungry, 
hurting land behind. | 





Thirteen 
1S 


HOPE AND RIO rode in silence until he could look at 
the bleak mountains without seeing a far more gentle 
flesh, could focus his thoughts on the slabs of differing 
rock strata broken and canted up to the sky instead of 
on the hunger that clawed through both his body and 
his mind. 

He could deal with the passionate needs of his body. 
But the passionate hunger of his mind for Hope was 
new to him, as deeply disturbing to him as the up- 
welling of molten basalt was to the thick crust of the 
earth. He knew that their shared silence, like the shared 
vision before it, held an intimacy that he could neither 
describe nor deny. 

Rio didn’t speak until he was in control of himself 
again. It took a long time. Much too long. 

“Most of the boundaries marked on my map of the 
ranch go something like ‘one hundred and twenty 
paces on a Montana horse’ or ‘twelve degrees north- 
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west of Black Rock Wash,’ ” Rio said. His voice was. 
practical, empty of visions, offering no more than the 
dictionary meaning of his words. 

‘“‘Homesteaders’ measurements,” Hope said. “Dad 
called them horseback estimates.” 

“They’re not a hell of a lot of use when you’re try- 
ing to figure out how to avoid drilling a well on some- 
one else’s land. When was the most recent survey of 
your ranch done?” 

“Oh, about 1865, shortly after Nevada became a state. 
That was when one of Mom’s great-greats decided to 
file on land that we’d been squatting on for twenty 
years,’ Hope added with a small curve of a smile. 

Rio sighed and tugged his hat into place. “That ex- 
plains it,’ he drawled. “Some rawhide ancestor of 
yours took a notion and filed on about thirty square 
miles of sagebrush and foothills. Damn shame he 
didn’t take a cut of the high-country watershed while 
he was at it.” 

“Oh, he tried, but we could only show improve- 
ments in the foothills—spreader dams we’d built to 
slow the flow of the runoff streams, water holes deep- 
ened and cleaned out, wells dug, that sort of thing. Be- 
cause we didn’t need anything like that for stock in the 
high country, where there is water year-round, we 
didn’t make any improvements.” 

“So the government kept the high country and you 
kept as much of the foothills as you could,’ Rio sum- 
marized. It was an old, familiar story around the Basin 
and Range. 

“Plus all the government land we could sneak cows 
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onto,” she added wryly. ““We’ve never been real big on 
fences here in Nevada.” 

He smiled. That, too, was an old, familiar story. 
‘“‘How deep were the wells in those days?” 

“It’s hard to say. You know how it is. The ‘good old 
days’ were always better. The truth is they had 
droughts then, too.” She hesitated, fighting to keep her 
voice neutral. “It’s also true that the water table is 
dropping gradually, and has been for years. Some of 
the drop comes from too much pumping for local irri- 
gation. Some of it comes from pumping water out and 
selling it to cities like Las Vegas. And some of it,” she 
said bleakly, “comes from the simple fact that less rain 
is falling. This is a dry land and it seems to be getting 
drier every year.” 

Rio heard the hollowness in Hope’s voice that she 
couldn’t hide. He didn’t ask any more questions. 

Side by side they rode in silence until the dirt track 
dwindled to a trail winding up toward a ridgeline cov- 
ered with pifion and juniper. Higher up, far beyond the 
point where foothills blended into the mountains them- 
selves, stands of aspens touched by frost blazed like 
golden embers burning against a green and gray back- 
drop of pine and sage. 

Saddles creaked and the horses began to breathe 
deeply as they leaned into the steep climb that led to 
Pinon Camp. Finally the trail took them to a gently 
sloping piece of land where pifion and pine grew 
thickly. A sun-cured meadow made a tawny contrast 
with the black rocks of the mountainside and the dense 
green of the pifion. 
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To one side of the trail there was a fire-blackened 
ring of stones, a rack for hanging game, and faint old 
footpaths leading from the camp to the meadow. Over- 
head a hawk soared in transparent circles, watching for 
movement below. Ravens and scrub jays called from 
nearby perches, warning other animals of the intruders 
that had appeared from the dry lands below. 

Rio took in everything with the quick, comprehen- 
sive glance of a man who has spent most of his life in 
wild country. Then he looked again, seeing beyond the 
superficial clothing of plants and animals to the geo- 
logical history beneath. 

The meadow and the camp were part of a bench, a 
small block of land that a minor fault zone had caused 
to break away from the larger mountain block. The 
mountain had continued to rise on the far side of the 
local fault, while on this side the bench had continued 
to rise, too, but more slowly. The result was a sloping 
land surface that was higher than the surrounding 
foothills but lower than the mountain it had sheared 
away from. 

Rio reined Storm Walker across the open land. 
Ahead of him the mountain rose suddenly, its side bare 
of all but the most determined sagebrush. The various 
steeply tilted layers of rock that made up part of the 
mountain showed in the changing colors and textures 
of the cliff, looking like thick stone ribbons that had 
been pushed and pulled by unimaginable forces. 

Though worn by time and weather, twisted and bro- 
ken by the movements of the earth, the stone layers 
had a story to tell to anyone who could read them. 
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Some ribbons of stone were relatively young sedimen- 
tary rocks. But the majority of the stone layers were 
old, dense, so darkened and changed by time and the 
movements of the earth that they were all but impervi- 
ous to the elements now. Storm, wind, water, sun, 
nothing changed them. They were the spent, blackened 
bones of a younger time, a different world. 

Somewhere, tilted at a steep angle and buried from 
sight, Rio believed there would be at least one thick 
layer of limestone, legacy of the great sea that had cov- 
ered the land long, long before man arrived forty mil- 
lion years ago, when the Basin and Range country lay 
beneath a wealth of water that could hardly be imag- 
ined now. Since then, continental plates had oozed 
over the earth’s surface, their passage lubricated by 
molten rock. The movement of the plates changed 
everything, making mountains rise and dragging other 
lands down beneath the surface of the earth until it be- 
came so hot that rock melted and ran like water. 

“What are you looking for?” Hope asked. 

“Potential aquifers.” Rio’s eyes were intent on the 
mountainside as he visually traced various twists and 
turns of stone. “An aquifer is a layer of rock that can 
absorb water.” 

She looked at the mountainside and then at him, 
then back at the flint-dry slope. Though she said noth- 
ing, it wasn’t hard to read doubt in her silence. 

“T know it’s hard to believe,” he said, reaching back 
into his saddlebag without taking his eyes off the 
mountain, “but some kinds of rock layers are nothing 
but big stone sponges. Given time and the right condi- 
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tions, those strata will soak up incredible amounts of 
water.” | 

“If you say so,’ she muttered. Her tone was as full 
of doubt as her expression. 

By touch alone, he pulled a worn map and a pencil 
out of his saddlebag. “Sandstone is an aquifer, a stone 
sponge. So is limestone. Buried alluvial fans make 
great sponges. Most of your wells are drawing on 
buried beds of sand and gravel washed down from the 
mountains millions of years ago.” 

She looked at his hands. He was sketching as he 
talked. 

‘The water your wells brought up came from recent 
rains,” he continued, “this year’s water and the last, 
water soaking down into the land and renewing the 
wells with every rainy season.” 

He tipped his hat back on his head and studied the 
map. A lock of hair, straight and black as night, fell 
over his forehead. He didn’t notice. His attention was 
on the tiny symbols he was adding to the worn map. 

Hope ached to push the lock of hair back into place, 
to feel its texture and the heat of the man who wasn’t 
even looking at her. 

‘In most places on earth,” he said, squinting up at the 
mountain, “the groundwater would just ooze slowly 
downhill until it reached a river or a lake or the sea it- 
self. But this isn’t most places. Here the water just sinks 
down and down until it reaches a layer of rock it can’t 
penetrate or until the heat of the basalt welling up from 
the mantle turns water into steam and sends it pushing 
back to the surface as hot springs and geysers.” 
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She remembered, and in remembering, wanted to 
weep. Turner’s land had such hot springs today. The 
Valley of the Sun had once had them, but they had dried 
up in her childhood, leaving behind a crust of colorful 
minerals and the memory of unearthly turquoise water 
that had pulsed with the earth’s own heartbeat. 

“Most people think of this land as desolate, sterile, 
and uninteresting,” Rio said, his voice vibrant with his 
pleasure in the wild landscape. “It isn’t. In many ways 
it’s the richest, most exciting, and rarest of all the lands 
on earth.” 

Hope heard the emotion in his voice and felt even 
more drawn to him. She, too, loved this lean and difficult 
land. She, too, had learned the subtle, sweet, extraordi- 
nary rewards that the land gave to those who understood 
it. Her mother had never found those rewards. 

Her father had, and had given up his wife and fam- 
ily rather than leave the land. 

A quick movement of Rio’s head caught Hope’s at- 
tention, but it was the mountain he looked toward, not 
her. She remembered his words, watched his confidence 
as he reduced his observations to mysterious symbols. 

And she wondered who Rio really was, and how 
someone of his obvious education had become a man 
who drifted through the country like the wind, leaving 
little to mark his passage but enigmatic symbols made 
upon the softer surfaces of the land. 

What set him to living with the wind? What would it 
take to hold him in one place? 

Hope heard her silent questions and smiled a bitter- 
sweet smile. Nothing held the wind. Nothing. 
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Certainly not a woman’s dreams. 

“What are you looking for?” she asked. 

If he heard the sadness in her voice, he didn’t show 
it. He wedged the notebook under his thigh and 
reached back into the saddlebag again. 

“T’m looking for a layer of sandstone or limestone 
that’s sandwiched between strata of rock that won’t let 
water leak away. Sort of like a solid river flowing be- 
tween waterproof banks.” 

It wasn’t the answer Hope had asked for, but she 
knew it was the only one she would get. She shook off 
the sadness that clung to her like dust to the dry land. 
Her ranch needed water. Rio was a man who could find 
water. That was all that mattered. 

It had to be. 

‘How does water get into the limestone if it’s sand- 
wiched between waterproof layers of rock?” she asked 
after a moment. 

Rio glanced aside and couldn’t help smiling with 
approval. She not only listened, she thought about 
what she heard. Other people he had helped had lis- 
tened to him without understanding. They had been fo- 
cused on only one thing. Water. 

He knew that Hope needed water as much as the 
others had. Yet she was able to see the land as some- 
thing more than a way to make a living. She sensed 
that in some indescribable way the land was alive, 
growing and changing with its own rhythms, its own 
inevitable movements, its own awesome beauty. 

Hope saw that you could share the land’s life if you 
had enough room in your soul for the sound of coyotes 
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calling to a moon they had always known and would 
never understand, and for the sheen of a rainbow 
stretching between drought and water, and for the tiny, 
fleeting perfection of a medicine flower blooming 
against rocks a billion years old. 

With a feeling of inevitability as deep as time, Rio 
understood that Hope had room in her soul for all that 
and more, much more, things he had always hungered 
for and never touched. 

Does she know my hunger as deeply as I know her 
beauty? 

With an odd feeling of sadness he turned his mind to 
Hope’s question rather than his own. Her question was 
the only one that he would allow himself to answer. 

“Tf the sandwich is lying flat,” he said, demonstrat- 
ing with one palm on top of the other, “the rain will 
just roll off the top piece of bread, the waterproof layer. 
But if you break the sandwich in several places and tilt 
the pieces up toward the sky, the aquifer—that’s the 
softer center of the sandwich—will be open to the 
rain.” 

“So the center, the sponge, just soaks up every- 
thing?” she asked. 

“T wish,” he said wryly. “It would make my job a lot 
easier. Most of what falls still vanishes as runoff in 
mountain streams. But not all of it. Some of that water 
sinks into the aquifer itself. Pulled by gravity and 
pushed by the weight of new rain sinking in, the water 
seeps down through the aquifer.” 

Rio dismounted, rummaged in his saddlebags, and 
pulled out a hinged black box no bigger than a pack of 
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cigarettes. He handled it with the same ease that he 
handled reins or boots, silently telling Hope that the 
box was very familiar to him. When he opened it, she 
caught a glimpse of a mirror on one side and what ap- 
peared to be a complex compass on the other. 

She watched with growing curiosity as he held the 
box up, tilted it until it roughly matched the line of the 
rock layer that interested him, fiddled with a small 
lever on the back of the box, and then wrote something 
on the map. He repeated the process several times, 
using different strata of rock. 

‘Is that a compass?” she asked. 

‘A special kind, yes. It’s called a Brunton compass.” 
He showed it to her. “The built-in clinometer measures 
the dip of a rock stratum. Of course, you’re supposed 
to lay it right on the stratum you’re working with.” He 
glanced toward the huge, nearly vertical chunk of land 
in front of him. “Since I left my mountain goat at the 
ranch, I’m doing it the easy way. For now, a guessti- 
mate is good enough.” 

“What did you learn from the compass?” 

‘That the dip of the rock layer is steep, but not steep 
enough to put an aquifer totally out of reach if you 
drilled down on the flats. That’s assuming there’s an 
aquifer in that broken mess,” he added, studying the 
rugged mountains. “And also assuming the aquifer 
runs beneath the mountain all the way down to your 
ranch without being interrupted by fault zones. Big as- 
sumptions.” 

“What happens if it’s faulted?” 

Rio mounted Storm Walker in an easy motion and 
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settled into the saddle. “Sometimes the water leaks 
away at the fault zones. Sometimes the aquifer is offset 
so much by faults that you can’t find it again. Some- 
times it just slips down so far that you can’t get to it.” 

Hope gestured toward the steep mountain slope he 
had been measuring. “Is there an aquifer?” 

‘No. The sandstone is dry, or there would be a seep 
right here, maybe even a spring.” 

It was absurd to feel disappointed, but she felt it just 
the same. “Oh.” 

He replaced the Brunton compass in his saddlebag. 
“Don’t worry. This is just one small piece of the moun- 
tain. Not even a representative part. It’s a transition be- 
tween Turner land and your own.” 

“What do you mean? We’re both bounded by the 
Perdidas on one side.” 

“The mountains near his place are almost entirely 
made of Precambrian rock a billion and a half years 
old, stone so hard it makes a steel hammer ring. 
There’s no way for water to sink into that kind of 
dense rock. Everything runs off in streams or gathers 
on the surface in lakes. Even where little pieces of the 
mountain have washed down to the plains and built 
up rough soil, the groundwater stays close to the sur- 
face because of the impermeable roots of the moun- 
tain beneath.” 

She squinted, imagining a relatively thin layer of 
sand and gravel covering the much more solid rock 
layer beneath. “That’s why Turner has so much water, 
isn’t it? The water can’t sink down and get away from 
his wells. It’s all there, waiting to be tapped.” 
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‘For a while, yes. If he doubles his cropland as he 
talks about doing, he’ll be living off the future. Sooner 
or later he’ll suck it all dry.” 

At least he has a future. 

Though Hope didn’t say it aloud, she might as well 
have. Rio knew how desperate the Valley of the Sun 
was for water. It was there in the empty sky, in the dry 
land, and in Hope watching him, eyes filled with fears 
and dreams. 





Fourteen 


1S 


WHEN HOPE COULDN’T bear the silence any longer, 
she looked away from the land’s innocent betrayal and 
asked Rio, “What’s different about my mountains?” 

“The rocks are much younger, more porous. They 
erode much more quickly. That’s why your mountains 
are lower than Turner’s, even though they’re part of the 
same block fault. Your outwash plains are thick, deep. 
Water soaks down into them almost as soon as it falls.” 

“Then the land should hold more water, not less.” 

“But it’s out of reach,’ he said simply. “There are 
many places on your ranch where you could go down 
a thousand feet and then keep on going for thousands 
more and get nothing for your time and money but dry 
gravel.” 

Hope took a ragged breath at the thought of drilling 
that far down and finding no water, a dry hole draining 
away her slender reserves of money, turning her 
dreams to dust. 
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When Rio saw the fear darkening her eyes, he 
cursed his thoughtless words. With gentle, relentless 
fingertips he turned her face toward his. For the first 
time since he had seen his visions reflected in her eyes, 
he allowed emotion back into his voice, the deep cer- 
tainty that came from a knowledge that had nothing to 
do with diplomas and schools. 

“That’s why you hired me,’ he said simply. “I won’t 
waste your money drilling where there isn’t any 
chance of water. Do you believe me?” 

His words and his touch took away the fear that had 
chilled Hope. She put her hand over his fingers and 
pressed, not speaking for fear that her voice would break. 

Her eyes spoke for her. They said that she trusted 
him with her dreams, and that she was quickly, 1n- 
evitably, coming to the point where she would trust 
him with herself. That was something she had never 
done with any man. She had held herself aloof, know- 
ing from the example of her parents’ lives and her sis- 
ter’s life that loving someone wasn’t enough to ensure 
peace, much less a dream of love returned. 

So Hope had loved only the land. 

Now Rio was sliding through the hard layers that 
had protected the life-giving core of her. Each day with 
him, each conversation, each touch, he sank more 
deeply into her, coming closer to the instant when he 
would break through the last layer of her reserve and 
touch the flowing wealth of love concealed deeply in- 
side her. 

The thought terrified her. 

And the thought that he might not break through, 
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might not touch her, might not release her love, also 
terrified her. 

“Hope?” 

“Yes,” she said in a husky voice, “I believe you.” 

With an effort of will, Rio forced himself to release 
the silky warmth of her. Even after he removed his 
hand, his fingertips tingled with shared warmth, the 
energy of two lives touching. 

Without a word he turned Storm Walker toward the 
edge of Pifion Camp and forced himself to think only 
of finding water in a dry land. 

“Are there other benches like this farther south 
toward the ranch house?” he asked. 

Caught in her own thoughts, she didn’t answer. His 
fingers no longer touched her skin. 

She was shocked by the loss she felt at such a sim- 
ple thing as the absence of his touch. Shaken, she 
reined Aces to follow the stallion. 

“Pion Camp,’ she said finally. “It’s a landmark 
around here simply because it’s different.” 

“How about cliffs? Old mining or timber roads? 
Deep canyons or ravines? I’m looking for places 
where I can see layers of rock that are buried out of 
sight in other areas.” 

Frowning, Hope recalled details of the land she had 
ridden over since she was old enough to sit upright in a 
saddle. “Just on the ranchland, or on the lease lands, too?” 

“Tf the lease is above your watershed, I'll be glad to 
look at it, although I’ve already seen most of the gov- 
ernment land. Whatever you have on your own prop- 
erty should come first.” 
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She urged Aces to the edge of the bench until she 
could see the country falling steeply away below. 
Storm Walker came up alongside the mare, standing so 
close that Hope’s stirrup rubbed against Rio’s. 

“Over there,’ she said. Pointing, she touched his © 
sleeve. Even that light brush of her fingertips against 
cloth reminded her of his vitality. The heat of him de- 
manded a deeper touch, a longer sharing. “See that 
bald spot just beyond the ranch house?” 

PYesi’ 

“Straight up from there, hidden behind the shoulder of 
the mountain, there’s an old road. A hundred years ago 
there was some kind of mining operation up there. Silver 
or gold, I forget which. It didn’t amount to a hill of beans, 
but they cut a wagon road up above Wind Canyon, into 
the high country where there was another mine.” 

“Any luck?” 

“Just the bad kind. The mine caved in long ago, but 
some of the road is still there. It’s a scary piece of real 
estate. It hangs by its toenails to the edge of Wind 
Canyon. The canyon itself is thousands of feet deep. 
The land is different there. Crumbly rather than solid. 
Even sagebrush has a hard time clinging to the moun- 
tainside.” 

‘Perfect,’ Rio said, satisfaction obvious in his tone. 

“If you say so,” she muttered. “I remember that road 
scaring the hell out of me.” 

“You don’t have to go.” 

She gave him a level look. 

He knew she wouldn’t be staying behind. 
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“There are a few other places between here and 
there that have bare rock,” she said. 

‘We’ ll see them on the way.” 

She shook her head. “Not unless we plan to be gone 
for a few days. Each one of the sites is up a long, blind 
canyon.” 3 

His eyes narrowed as he considered the possibilities. 
“Any signs of water?” 

‘Do you mean springs?” she asked in disbelief. “If 
there were springs, I’d be laying pipe instead of haul- 
ing water by truck.” 

‘Nothing as obvious as a spring. I’m looking for un- 
usually big brush, grass that stays greener longer than 
in other places at the same elevation and exposure, that 
sort of thing.” 

“Oh. Well, maybe in Stirrup Canyon. Dead Man’s 
Boot might be a possibility. Then there’s always Silver 
Rock Basin,” she added, gesturing toward the lower 
part of the ranch. “Jackass Leap, too. That’s up above 
the head of Wind Canyon.” 

“Hold it.’ Rio began unfolding more of his map. 

The basic map was the result of a USGS survey. It 
showed each contour of the thirty sections of land that 
made up the Valley of the Sun. The paper was nearly 
four feet by four feet, more suited to a kitchen table 
than to a saddle. The map showed deep creases and 
frayed edges from being handled a lot. 

Hope wondered how many times Rio had studied 
the map. And why. Surely the time since she had hired 
him hadn’t been enough to make that much wear on a 
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map. Yet what she could see of the map covered her 
ranch and little else. 

“Silver Rock Basin is no problem,” Rio said, “but 
where is Dead Man’s Boot?” 

She laughed. ““That’s a family name, not an official 
one. So are the other ones.” 

Smiling, he refolded the map. “Where do you think 
most of the names on maps came from? Place names 
are one of the richest oral traditions in the West.” He 
handed her the pencil and the map. “Mark them in.” 

She took the pencil, unfolded a panel of the awk- 
ward map, and was promptly lost. 

The amount of detail already on the paper was both 
staggering and absolutely unlike any map she had ever 
used. In addition to contour lines showing the chang- 
ing elevations of the land, there were many other lines 
whose purpose was a mystery to her. Most of those 
lines had been drawn in after the fact. Indecipherable 
symbols—both printed and handwritten—appeared in 
odd places on the map. Even more enigmatic notes ap- 
peared in the margin. Formulas, Greek letters, cryptic 
comments; all had been added by hand. 

Hope had only to glance at the map to know that Rio 
already had put in a lot of time studying her land, much 
more than he could have in the less than two weeks 
since she had hired him. She looked up, puzzled. 

“Lost?” he asked, expecting it. 

“Yes, but it’s not just the map.” 

“What else, then?” 

“You,” she said quietly. 

He stared at her. 
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“Nothing adds up,’ she said. “You’re a drifting 
horsebreaker who knows more about this land than the 
highly educated, highly recommended hydrologist 
who was out here six weeks ago. You’ve worked for 
me for less than two weeks, but this map is worn thin 
in the creases and has enough notes on it for some kind 
of textbook.” 

She wanted to go on, to say, You have only one name, 
and it’s neither Scandinavian nor Zuni nor Scots. No- 
body knows where you came from or where you’re 
going, but Mason trusts you more than he trusts any- 
body except me. You have a reputation as a bad man to 
cross, but you’ve been so gentle with me that it’s all I 
can do not to crawl into your arms and never let go. 

She wanted to say those things, but she didn’t, for 
Rio was already talking, answering the questions she 
had asked and a few more that she hadn’t. 

“T heard about you all over the West,’ he said sim- 
ply. “A drifter in Idaho told me there was a woman 
who needed help in a place called Valley of the Sun, 
Nevada. In Utah a farmer I helped said his wife’s sis- 
ter had heard from her brother in Nevada that a woman 
called Hope needed a well and nobody would dig it for 
her. A cattle breeder I once found water for said he’d 
sold one of his best Angus to a woman with beautiful 
eyes and a mind like a steel trap, and that she was 
going to lose her ranch unless the rains came or she 
found water.” 

Hope’s throat closed with tears she fought not to 
shed. But the thought of strangers knowing her need, 
and caring enough to help in the only way they could, 
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made it very hard for her to hold back. She wanted to 
tell Rio to stop talking, that he would make her cry and 
she didn’t want to, but she couldn’t get any words past 
the emotion filling her throat. 

“So I drifted south,’ Rio said quietly, watching 
Hope with eyes that saw everything, the vulnerability 
and the tears, the determination and the strength. “And 
I listened. Every time the wind blew, it whispered your 
name and your need and your dreams.” 

Silent tears slid past her dark lashes to leave shining 
trails on her cheeks. 

“The closer I came to the Valley of the Sun,’ he said, 
“the more people talked about you. People I had 
helped in the past left messages for me in every coun- 
try store and café in the West. The messages all said 
the same thing: This is a good woman, Rio. Can you 
help her the way you helped us?” 

The midnight blue of Rio’s eyes was so intense that 
it was like crystal burning in the sun. She watched him 
with equal intensity, feeling his words sinking into her, 
sliding through the protective layers she had built up to 
guard the vulnerable woman beneath. 

“T didn’t know if I could help you, and I wasn’t 
going to come to you until I did know,” he said. 

Then he looked out over the land again, freeing her 
from the blue blaze of his eyes. 

“This country isn’t a stranger to me,” he said quietly. 
“lve found water in some damned unlikely places. 
And I’ve seen a few places where there isn’t any water 
to be found anywhere by anyone. I didn’t know if the 
Valley of the Sun was one of those places.” 
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She held her breathing, waiting, hoping not to hear 
the end of her dream. 

I’ve seen a few places where there isn’t any water to 
be found anywhere by anyone. 

‘T went over all the USGS maps, got the latest satel- 
lite photos, talked to university experts and to Indians 
whose ancestors had hunted along the shores of long- 
ago lakes. I flew over the steep parts of your ranch with 
a photo recon camera and a pilot who wasn’t afraid of 
God, the devil, or gravity.” Rio’s mouth turned up 
wryly. “Hell of a flyer, though. He saved me weeks of 
rough-country riding and hiking.” 

Hope looked at Rio, but tears prevented her from 
seeing more than the powerful outline of his body 
against the sky. “Why?” she asked huskily. “Why did 
you go to all that trouble for someone you didn’t even 
know?” 

It was a question that no one had ever asked him. In 
the past, people had been more than happy to take what 
he offered. They had never stopped to wonder why he 
wanted to help. 

But Rio had asked himself that question for as many 
years as he had drifted through people’s lives and through 
the bright, colorful shadows cast by their dreams. 

He didn’t have an answer. 

He had helped many people, touched the luminous 
edges of their dreams, and moved on. Those people re- 
membered him with gratitude and sometimes even af- 
fection. They always had a meal and a bed and a 
handshake for him whenever he went back. 

But they didn’t know him. He was as much a mys- 
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tery to them as their ability to dream in the face of bru- 
tal odds was a mystery to him. 

He found water for those special dreamers. And 
each time, each place, each well, he wondered if he 
would also find the ability to put down roots and dream 
for himself. 

He hadn’t found any dream to equal the whispering 
seduction of the wind moving over the face of the land. 
He no longer believed that such a dream existed. 

“T admire people who are strong enough to dream,’ 
Rio said finally. His long fingers caressed Hope’s face, 
feeling the warmth of her tears sliding beneath his fin- 
gertips. “Like you.” 

“You're strong,’ she whispered. Then, even more 
softly, she asked, “What are your dreams?” 

“I don’t have any. I stopped dreaming the day I 
really understood what half-breed meant.” 

Her eyes darkened. Slowly she shook her head, 
denying both the pain of Rio’s long-ago discovery and 
the ache of her own realization that she was falling in 
love with a man who had no dreams. 

She closed her eyes and tried not to cry anymore. 
Tears kept falling in spite of it. 

He bent slowly toward her, brushed his lips over her 
eyelashes, tasted the warmth and salt of her tears. He 
wanted to do more, much more. She called to his 
senses and his soul in a way that nothing ever had, 
even the wind. 

“It’s all right,” he murmured. 

He kissed her softly, aching to turn the world inside 
out and make everything right for her, the past and the 
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present and the future rich with water and dreams. But 
he couldn’t do that, and unless he stopped touching 
her, he wouldn’t be able to remember why he shouldn’t 
touch her at all. 

He was the wrong man for her. 

It was that simple and that final. 

Slowly, feeling like he was pulling off his own skin, 
he straightened in the saddle again until he no longer 
touched Hope. 

“Tl help you find your well, your dream,” he said 
quietly. 

It was the only promise he could give to her. The 
only promise he could keep. 

She opened her eyes. Her tears were shining on 
Rio’s lips. The sight pierced her, coming so close to 
her core that she almost cried out in fear and hope. 

“But what about you?” she asked. 

“Tl share your dream for a time. Then the wind will 
call my name and Ill go.” 

Hope looked away from him. She bit her lip, trying 
not to rage against the truth of his words, wanting to 
deny the pain stabbing through her as his need 
reached down past her barriers to the reservoir of love 
that she had protected so long and so well. She 
blinked slowly, releasing tears from beneath her burn- 
ing eyelids. 

It was Rio she cried for, not herself. It was too late 
to protect herself. He had touched her too deeply. 
Whether or not he found water on the Valley of the 
Sun, she would love the man who had no dreams. 

“lll dream for you, Rio,” she promised in a soft, 
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husky voice. “Ill dream for you until you can dream 
for yourself.” 

Hope brushed her arm over her eyes, clearing them 
of tears. Then she calmly began to puzzle out the mys- 
teries of the map that he had given her, matching place 
names with contour lines until she could orient herself. 
With increasing confidence, she began to fill in the old 
family names that Rio had asked for. 

Motionless but for the occasional small stirrings of 
his horse, Rio watched her work over the map. He 
would have leaned closer, pointing out contour lines 
and explaining symbols to her, but he didn’t trust his 
hand not to tremble with the aftershocks of the emo- 
tion that had gone through him when he had heard her 
husky voice promising to dream for him. 

In the past women had sometimes cried over him, 
when the wind blew and they knew he would be going 
soon. But that wasn’t why Hope cried. She was the 
first woman to look deeply inside him and cry when 
she saw the void where his dreams had been. She had 
wept, knowing his emptiness and pain. She had wept 
for him rather than for herself. 

And she would dream for him. 

“T’Il put in the rest of the names tonight,” she said, re- 
folding the map along its telltale creases. ““Dead Man’s 
Boot is closest to us. It has a clump of big sage that has to 
be seen to be believed. Nothing else like it on the ranch.” 

Hope didn’t look at Rio when she spoke. She didn’t 
trust herself to. If she saw again the soul-deep hunger 
in his eyes when he talked of dreams, she wouldn’t be 
able to control her tears or her need to hold him. 
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With a touch of the reins she sent Aces over the lip 
of the bench and onto the steep trail. 

Holding Storm Walker in check, Rio watched until 
Hope disappeared into a steep fold in the mountain- 
side. He had never felt so alone as he did at that instant, 
with her words still echoing through him. 

Ill dream for you until you can dream for yourself. 
I'll dream for you. I'll dream. For you. 

The echoes were like the wind blowing through 
emptiness, defining it. 

“Don’t do it, Hope,” he said softly, achingly, her 
husky words echoing through him, defining him. 
“You'll waste your dreams until the mountains are 
nothing but sand at the bottom of a nameless sea. I’ve - 
forgotten how to dream. Don’t dream for me.” 

Yet Hope’s promise kept echoing in his mind, send- 
ing fine tremors of emotion through him. He couldn’t 
have been more shocked if she had said she loved him. 

And then he realized that she had said just that. 

He bowed his head, staring sightlessly at his fingers 
wrapped around the reins. Storm Walker tugged at the 
bit, wanting to follow the other horse. His rider didn’t 
notice. 

Finally Rio yielded his iron grip on the reins, allow- 
ing the stallion to plunge over the edge onto the narrow 
trail. The shrill cry of a hawk followed him, carried by 
the wind. 

The hawk’s cry became a word repeated endlessly, 
falling from the empty sky. 

Hope. 
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Fifteen 


“Now, ARE YOU SURE, HONEY?” Mason asked. His 
faded yet still clear eyes measured the lines of worry 
on Hope’s face. “I ain’t all in a lather to drive to Salt 
Lake just to eat turkey and trimmings. We got real fine 
turkey right here in Nevada.’ Then he remembered. 
“Hell, tonight’s your birthday. I can’t go.” 

“Of course you can,” she said. “I won’t be alone 
here, and even if I was, it wouldn’t be any big deal. I’ve 
had birthdays before.” 

“But—” 

“No buts,” she cut in firmly. ““You’re barely going to 
make Thanksgiving with your sister-in-law as it is. Get 
going.” 

“T don’t like it. Rio’s out poking around most of the 
time, looking for a place to drill. You’ll be lonely.” 

The wind gusted suddenly, stirring up dust. The sky 
was blue and cold, devoid of clouds. 

“Mason, if you don’t go to Utah, I swear I'll saddle 
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Aces and ride to Pifon Camp and not come back until 
December first. You haven’t had a vacation for years. 
You deserve a few weeks with your nieces and 
nephews.” 

He watched her with anxious eyes. “You sure?” 

“You can set your watch by it,” she said firmly, 
using a favorite phrase of his. 

Mason sighed, shifted his battered suitcase to his 
other hand, and followed her out to the tan pickup. “I 
don’t feel right taking the truck.” 

“Rio said I could use his truck if I needed to go to 
town,” she said patiently, ready to go over every argu- 
ment one more time. “In fact, he insisted.” 

Mason hesitated before he opened the truck door 
and tossed in his suitcase. “All right, no need to put 
your hand on my back and shove. I know when I ain’t 
wanted.” 

“Mason!” she said, shocked. Then she saw the mis- 
chief in his eyes. “That’s right,’ she said quickly, put- 
ting her hand on his back and shoving gently, “you’re 
not wanted. Go away.” 

Then she spoiled it by throwing her arms around 
him and hugging him from behind. He turned around 
and hugged her for a long moment, savoring the love 
she gave so freely to an old man whose only relation- 
ship to her was bittersweet, overlapping memories of 
her parents. 

The wind flexed again, pushing against Mason as 
though hurrying him on his way. Hope’s hair flew up, 
tickling his nose. He smoothed her hair with a gnarled 
hand, holding the soft strands away from the wind. 
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“T’1l be home by the end of the month,” he said, rest- 
ing his gray-stubbled chin on her dark hair. “Sooner if 
Rio finds a place to start drilling. Keep that rifle handy. 
The bit of rain we been getting the last week or two 
ain’t put all the snakes down.” 

She nodded her head, agreeing without arguing. She 
didn’t want to open the subject of John Turner. Other 
than a few calls at odd times of the night, Turner hadn’t 
bothered her. Maybe he had thought over the scene at 
his well and decided that she wasn’t just being coy. 
Maybe he had finally gotten the point: she wasn’t in- 
terested in him sexually. 

The truck door slammed, the engine revved, and 
Mason let out the clutch. 

“Take care,’ she said. 

“You, too, honey. Don’t be lonely, now.” 

“How could I be?’ She smiled. “I’ve got the whole 
Valley of the Sun for company.” 

He winked, rolled up the window, and headed out of 
the ranch yard. 

Hope’s smile held a melancholy that she wasn’t aware 
of. Even with Rio around, she was lonely. That was new. 

She was still trying to get used to it. 

Before Rio came she had been alone but not lonely. 
He had changed that. Despite her efforts to withdraw 
from any emotional connection with him, despite his 
own blunt withdrawal since their ride up to Pifion 
Camp, despite knowing she would be hurt more the 
closer she got, Hope longed to spend time with Rio, to 
talk with him. To touch him. 

Yet she knew she couldn’t. Not really. Not deeply. 
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He was like a rain-sweet wind blowing through her 
life, washing away the dust of years, revealing the liv- 
ing spirit beneath. She was the land, unmoving. 

And the wind was always moving, always leaving 
the land behind. Leaving her. 

In time, the wind would come again to the Valley of the 
Sun, bringing Rio once more, if only to claim the colts 

Storm Walker sired on his mares. Rio would return .. . 
_and then he would leave again, called by the wind. 

She wondered how many women around the West 
waited in an agony of hope for Rio’s return, aching for 
him, holding their breath as they watched the road like 
ranchers scanning the desert sky for the first signs of life- 
giving rain. She didn’t want to be one of those women. 

Yet she was, and Rio hadn’t even touched her. 

Hope was both sad and grateful that he had left her 
alone since Pinon Camp. He talked with her on the 
water runs, but his talk dealt with weather and cattle, 
feed prices and the cost of fuel. Ranch talk. His voice 
was no longer rich with visions. His eyes were no 
longer dark with a hunger that went deeper than the 
night, as deep as his soul. 

He hadn’t touched her at all in the five days since 
Pinon Camp. Not even in the most casual way. 

Not once. 

Mason was right. Rio had too much respect for him- 
self and for her to begin something that would end with 
his leaving and her crying. 

It made Hope want to laugh bitterly, to lash out at 
the irony of life. As a child she had heard her parents 
argue about whether to live on the Valley of the Sun 
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with its endless, brutal demands, or to sell the ranch. 
Silently the child she had been assumed that if her par- 
ents just loved each other, everything would work out. 
Love was all that mattered. 

And then the child had watched her mother and fa- 
ther tear each other apart in the name of love. 

Hope had sworn then that she would never love a 
man. The cost was too high. The destruction too great. 
The grief too endless. It was all there in her parents’ 
lives, in their arguments, in their letters, the words and 
phrases burned into Hope’s mind, a warning of love’s 
limitations that was branded on her soul: 

I love you, Debbie. Come home to me. I need you. I 
need you with me at the end of the day when I’m so 
tired that nothing seems worth it. 

And the reply, always the same. 

Sell the ranch. I can’t bear watching you kill your- 
self for that damned land. For nothing. I love you too 
much. Wayne, I love you! 

In the end, the Valley of the Sun had killed Hope’s 
father, just as her mother had predicted. It had killed 
Hope’s mother, too. She had lived less than a year after 
burying the man she loved. 

Yes, her parents had loved each other. Passionately, 
bitterly, hopelessly, helplessly. 

It hadn’t been enough. 

Hope had learned the hard way that there were prac- 
tical limitations on the thing called love. She had 
watched her mother, her father, and her poor broken 
sister try to make love carry more burden than it could. 

Love didn’t magically change people. 
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Hope had seen that simple fact demonstrated time 
and again. Her mother had loved her father with every 
bit of passion in her soul. It had been the same for him. 
But it hadn’t changed them. 

Her mother still couldn’t live with the land. 

Her father still couldn’t live without it. 

Love hadn’t been able to bridge that fundamental 
difference between her parents. 

Hope wasn’t fool enough to forget love’s limitations. 
She accepted the fact that she was falling in love with Rio. 
She also knew that it didn’t make a damn bit of difference. 
It wouldn’t change him. Or her. Rio was rootless, like the 
wind. And like the wind, he would leave her behind. 

She had put down roots in the Valley of the Sun. 
Even if she could tear out those roots and survive, it 
wouldn’t be enough. 

Rio was what he was—a rain-sweet wind moving 
over the face of the land. Alone. As inevitably and as 
finally as the wild wind was alone. It was the life he 
had chosen. It was the life he had lived. It had made 
him what he was. 

And she loved what he was, for better or for worse. 

The knowledge expanded through Hope like the 
shock waves of an earthquake focused deep within her. 
She swayed, wrapping her arms around herself while 
old certainties shattered and fell away, leaving her vul- 
nerable and raw and alone in a new world. 

Is this how Mother felt when she realized that she 
had to leave the man she loved? 

Is this how Father felt when he knew that the woman 
he loved would leave him? 
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Did they see the future coming down on them like a 
terrible desert storm, see it and know that there was 
nothing to do but to hang on and hope to survive until 
the storm passed? 

They couldn’t change each other. 

They couldn’t stop loving each other. 

And they hadn’t survived the storm. 

“Hope? What’s wrong? Is it Mason? Is he sick?” 

It was Rio’s voice, deep and worried, calling to her 
as though from a distance. 

She opened her eyes and saw that he was close, 
close enough that she could see his concern in the in- 
tensity of his glance, the hard line of his mouth, his 
hands reaching for her in the instant before he con- 
trolled them. 

At that moment she understood that he cared for her 
as much as he could, and he was protecting her in the 
only way he could. He was leaving her alone. He must 
have seen the clouds massing on their personal hori- 
zon. He was trying to protect her from that future 
storm, to keep her from being consumed. He was 
doing all that he could for her short of turning and 
walking away. 

That he couldn’t do, for it would have been even 
more cruel to her than staying. She had a ranch that 
was dying for lack of water, and he was a man who 
could find water in hell itself. 

“Hope?” Rio’s voice was soft yet harsh. “What is it? 
Is there anything I can do? How long have you been 
standing here?” 

She answered the only question she could, for she 
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didn’t know how long she had been standing in the 
yard. Long enough for her skin to feel dry and for a 
fine shimmer of dust to coat her arms. Long enough to 
learn more about love and herself and the future than 
she wanted to know. 

‘“‘Mason’s fine. He’s on his way to Salt Lake,” she 
said. She watched Rio with eyes that were dark, shad- 
owed by understanding and regret. Her voice was soft, 
as shattered as her past certainty that she could never 
love a man the way she had come to love Rio. 

Passionately. Helplessly. Hopelessly. 

But not bitterly. 

Not that. There was no room in Hope’s soul for bit- 
terness, because she had accepted what she was, and 
what he was, and that neither could change. 

“How did it go today?” she asked. “Did you find a 
place to drill?” 

‘Tell me what’s wrong.” 

“Nothing that can be changed,’ she said calmly. 

She understood her own limitations and his. If she 
had been different, he wouldn’t care about her. If he 
had been different, she wouldn’t love him as she did. 

“What do you mean?” 

“There’s nothing that I would change even if I 
could. Iam who I am, and... you’re Rio. | wouldn’t 
change what you are even if it meant a river flowing 
forever through the Valley of the Sun.” 

Her sad, accepting smile made the small lines at e1- 
ther edge of Rio’s mouth deepen into brackets of pain. 
He saw all that she hadn’t said in the darkness of her 
beautiful eyes. 
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‘T didn’t want this!’ His breath came in roughly and 
he said no more. His fingertips touched her cheek in 
the instant before he balled up his hand into a fist and 
stepped back. “I’m going into town. Some of my 
equipment just came in. Don’t wait dinner for me. I'll 
get a room and stay over for a few days, until I get 
everything I need.” 

She didn’t answer, didn’t move, didn’t react in any 
way. 

“Hope, are you listening?” 

She nodded. She was listening, hearing everything 
he didn’t say, the pain and the anger and the frustra- 
tion, as relentless as the wind. “Yes. I’m listening.” 

The wind swirled around her, blowing over the land 
with a long, low wail that was so familiar she didn’t 
even hear it. The same wind curled around Rio, press- 
ing his shirt against his chest, riffling through his hair 
like a lover’s fingers. 

Abruptly Hope turned away and went into the 
house. 

Rio didn’t follow. 

As she closed the front door behind her, she knew 
it was good that he was leaving. She was too vulner- 
able to him right now, still caught in the aftershocks 
of her own realization. She didn’t think she would be 
able to sit across from him in the intimacy of the 
kitchen and not tell him the simple truths that she had 
just discovered. . 

I love you. 

I wish you loved me. 

But it doesn’t matter. Even if you loved me, you’d 
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still have to leave. I understand you, Rio. I know you'll 
hate yourself if you hurt me. 

And I’m already hurting. 

Hell of a mess, isn’t it, love? 

The wind paused long enough for her to hear Rio’s 
pickup truck leave the ranch yard in a rush of gravel 
and grit. Then the wind swept on, blotting out every 
sound but its own endless sigh. 

When she was certain that nothing remained of Rio, 
not even dust hanging in the air, she went out again, 
climbed into Behemoth, and began the chore of haul- 
ing water. The loaded rifle kept her company in its rack 
behind her head. 

When she drove over the ridge and down to the 
emerald oasis of the well, there wasn’t any other vehi- 
cle in sight. As far as she knew, Turner hadn’t come 
here since the day he had made a grab and she had 
locked herself in the truck. 

Yet each day, every day, she watched for him at the 
well. 

Squinting against the strong wind, Hope jumped out 
of the cab and set up the water hose. The job wasn’t as 
difficult as it had been before Rio replaced the worn 
coupling and Mason did something to the generator 
that made it start more easily. Also, she wasn’t as tired 
as she had been before Rio came to the Valley of the 
Sun. He had quietly, systematically taken much of the 
hard physical work from her shoulders. If she objected, 
he simply ignored her. 

In truth, she hadn’t protested much. There was 
enough work for five more ranch hands. 
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Behemoth’s tank filled with sweet water until it 
couldn’t hold any more. Hope stowed the hose and 
drove back to her forlorn wells, where some of her cat- 
tle stood hunched against the brash, dry wind. They 
welcomed the truck with low bawls, as though asking 
what had taken so long. 

Enough rain had fallen so that all of the range ani- 
mals weren’t completely dependent on the various 
wells. It was a good thing, because the wells weren’t 
dependable. There hadn’t been enough rain to bring up 
the water table or the natural feed. If real rain didn’t 
come quickly, the minor seeps and holes would dry up 
again, forcing all the cattle back to the area around the 
wells. 

Then Hope would have to start hauling food as well 
as water. Or she would have to sell more cattle. 

When the truck was empty, she racked the hose 
again and headed back to the ranch. There was enough 
water that she didn’t have to make a second run today. 
There was even water to spare for a bath if she was 
feeling a little reckless. 

The thought tantalized her all the way back to the 
house. She argued with herself over using water that 
could go for cooking or drinking or watering cows. 
Then she decided that the bath was almost medicinal. 
She needed it to soak away the weariness that she had 
felt since she understood more than she wanted to 
about herself and Rio and love. 

Besides, it was her birthday. 

As a kind of penance for the water she was going to 
use, Hope forced herself to go through the ranch ac- 
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counts before she went upstairs. Feeling too tired for 
five o’clock in the afternoon, she sat in the straight- 
backed walnut chair that was paired with the old oak 
desk her father had used. 

The first thing she saw was the note she had written 
to herself ten months ago and pinned to the cubbyhole: 
Second mortgage due 1/15. | 

Though it didn’t really worry her, for a moment she 
stared at the note. Despite the many temptations, she 
hadn’t touched the money she had set aside for the bal- 
loon payment. Selling half of her remaining range cat- 
tle had been an emotional wrench, but it had given her 
enough cash to keep the ranch going for a while longer 
without nibbling away at the money she had set aside 
for the mortgage and for drilling a well. 

Sighing, she pulled out the ranch account books and 
began to catch up on the bills. 

‘An hour of this,” she promised herself, “and then a 
lovely, long, hot bath. A happy birthday present to me.” 

She kept her promises, even to herself. Especially to 
herself. 

After an hour at the books and an hour in a steam- 
ing bath, she felt less . . . brittle. With languid move- 
ments she toweled her body dry, then her hair. Almost 
defiantly she smoothed a perfumed cream into her skin 
before she walked to her bedroom. The clean clothes 
she had set out on the way to her bath lay on the bed. 

She looked at them and felt something close to re- 
bellion. Abruptly she decided that she didn’t want to 
put on jeans and a work shirt and boots again. She 
wanted to feel soft fabric caressing her, to look down 
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and see her long legs bare of everything but silky skin. 
She wanted to look like a woman, to feel like one. 

“Why shouldn’t I?” she asked the silence. “No one 
is in the house but me.” 

Mason wouldn’t be here to smile at the first instant 
of seeing her, and then sigh sadly when he realized that 
there was so little opportunity for Hope to laugh and 
dance and flirt with admiring men. 

Rio wouldn’t be here to look at her and wonder if 
_ she was trying to seduce him with feminine clothes 
and a perfume that could be enjoyed only by a man 
who was close enough to brush against her skin. 

Tonight she was a woman alone. She could dress to 
please her own needs. 

With hands that had almost forgotten how, Hope put 
on delicate touches of makeup that brought out the 
beauty of her slightly tilted eyes and generous mouth. 
Then she went to her closet and pulled out a floor- 
length caftan cut from a French velvet so fine and soft 
that it was almost impossible to tell apart from brushed 
silk. The rich forest green of the cloth brought out the 
elusive green of her eyes. 

After a moment of hesitation, she put her hair up in 
one of the sophisticated styles that had once been a 
daily part of her life. The golden nugget earrings she 
put on had belonged to her great-grandmother, a pres- 
ent from a man who had come home from the 
Klondike gold rush. 

The slippers Hope chose were very high heeled 
mules, made to accent the long, elegantly curved legs 
that had been her fortune. The legs themselves were re- 
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vealed by a tantalizing slit that was just off-center of 
the deceptively casual lines of the caftan. It had been 
one of the most successful outfits she had ever worn in 
her modeling career. 

Despite the caftan’s impressive price tag, she had 
never regretted buying it. More than once the caressing 
velvet had picked up her sagging spirits. Like tonight. 

When Hope looked in the mirror, she saw someone 
who had become a stranger to her. The reflection showed 
an elegant woman who would be at home anywhere in 
the world of glamour and cities, but had chosen to live in 
the Valley of the Sun and had never looked back. 

Not even now, when she was alone on a dying ranch. 

“I hope my birthday dinner appreciates me,” she 
said, smiling with amusement at her image in the mir- 
ror. “Not every meal gets eaten by someone in pajamas 
as fancy as mine.” 

It was crazy even to think of fixing dinner in the el- 
egant caftan, but Hope was feeling a little crazy at the 
moment. She had pushed herself too long, too hard, in 
too many ways. She needed a rest from the relentless 
pressures of her ranch and her foolish heart. 

She went to the kitchen and opened the bottle of 
Chardonnay that she had put in the refrigerator for the 
day that Rio found a place to drill for water—a day 
that hadn’t yet come. 

A day that might never come. 

That was something she wouldn’t think about now. 
Worrying about what she couldn’t change wouldn’t do 
anything but wear her out. 

She poured herself a glass of wine and inhaled the 
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heady scent of fine Chardonnay. She breathed in again, 
savoring the moment with the intensity that was as 
much a part of her as the love waiting deep within her 
for the exquisite instant of release. A release that might 
never come. 

And she wouldn’t think about that, either. 

Beyond the house, the wind wailed as though un- 
happy at being shut out of the kitchen’s warmth. Hum- 
ming in quiet counterpoint to the long cry of the wind, 
Hope pulled a chicken out of the refrigerator. Using a 
knife that Rio had honed to a glittering edge, she cut 
away the breast and boned it with quick strokes. 

The blade moved smoothly, slicing flesh as easily as 
butter. Even Mason had been impressed by the edge on 
the old knife. He had threatened to use it 1n place of his 
usual straight razor. Rio had offered to shave Mason 
with a butter knife instead. A very dull one. 

Smiling, remembering, Hope set the knife aside, 
rinsed off her hands, and reached for the crystal wine- 
glass. The wind’s cry climbed higher, then dropped into 
a temporary silence. As the wine touched her lips she 
heard the muffled sound of a vehicle pulling up outside. 

Rio! He must have come back early. 

The glass dipped alarmingly in her hand, almost 
spilling wine onto the velvet caftan. She heard a door 
slam, heard booted feet coming up the front steps, 
heard the front door opening. A wave of longing swept 
through her, shaking her. 

And then John Turner walked into the kitchen as 
though he owned the house and everything in it. 

Especially her. 
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HOPE’S FIRST REACTION on seeing Turner was anger 
and a disappointment so deep that it made her dizzy. 

‘““Haven’t you ever heard of knocking on doors?” she 
asked coldly. 

The wind gusted back up to its full strength, mak- 
ing the house tremble with its endless power. Wind 
whispered grittily against windows and walls in a 
long exhalation that became a low wail masking all 
sound from outside the walls, increasing the isolation 
inside. 

Turner smiled with a predatory anticipation he 
didn’t bother to conceal. “Baby doll, I’m hurt. Is that 
any way to welcome your fiancé on your birthday, es- 
pecially when he’s got a present for you?” 

Hope remembered the night eight years ago, when 
he had grabbed her and taught her just how careless a 
strong man could be. 

Turner noticed the elegant green dress, the shad- 
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owed invitation of her long, long legs, the heightening 
of her eyes, the fullness of her mouth. She was a 
woman dressed for a lover. 

And she hadn’t known he was coming. 

‘“‘Who are you all tarted up for?” he snarled. 

“No one.” 

“Bullshit. No woman dresses up like that except for 
a man.” 

“T do.” 

She went to the refrigerator, pulled out a ham, and 
sliced off a chunk. Swiss cheese came next. Deliber- 
ately ignoring Turner, she cut the ham and cheese into 
neat strips. 

Turner watched her every motion with brooding 
eyes. He hadn’t dressed up for her. He was wearing the 
same spotless, ironed jeans, shiny boots, and crisp 
white shirt he wore every day on his ranch. 

“It’s Rio,” Turner said. His voice was like his eyes— 
flat, ugly, threatening. “The bunkhouse gossips are 
right. That half-breed’s fucking you.” 

Hope’s fingers tightened around the knife handle. 
Her hands wanted to shake with anger and a wave of 
fear. Turner was a man who had never understood a 
woman’s refusal. Never accepted it. 

Never permitted it. 

I should have known he would wait until I was truly 
alone. That’s his style. No witnesses. No word but his 
against mine. And who would believe a dirt-poor ranch 
girl turned down the richest bachelor around? 

No one believed me before. No one would now. What 
are a few bruises against a few million dollars ? 
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Coolly Hope went through her options. 

There weren’t many. Assuming she could stay away 
from Turner long enough to get to a phone and call the 
sheriff—which she doubted—help was almost an hour 
away. There were two exits from the kitchen. Turner 
was standing in one and closer to the second than she 
was. 

But somehow she had to get out of the kitchen. 
Given a chance, she was certain she could outrun him. 

Ignoring him, she made small pockets in the chicken 
breast with the knife’s gleaming tip. She tucked strips 
of ham and cheese into the pockets, along with a sprin- 
kling of herbs. 

There was no sound in the kitchen but the rough cry 
of the wind. 

“You answer me when I talk to you,” Turner said 
harshly. 

“Nobody is my lover,’ she said, her voice as cool 
and precise as the blade Rio had sharpened. “Nobody 
is fucking me, either. Thank you for your neighborly 
concern, but you made a long drive for nothing.” 

Turner listened to her, measured the anger in the 
stiff line of her shoulders and acknowledged the only 
part of her words that he wanted to hear. 

“T told you if you hired Rio, people would talk.” 

She shrugged with a casual ease she was far from 
feeling. 

Mason was gone. Rio was gone. John Turner was 
here, standing between her and the nearest door. 

‘People talk all the time,” she said calmly. “It’s like 
the wind. Sound without meaning.” 
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‘Not when they’re talking about my future wife.” 

The wind’s keening rose until it was just short of a 
scream. 

Hope wanted to scream with it, to curse Turner’s 
thick indifference to anything but his own desires. Her 
sister Julie had been like that, totally self-absorbed. 
But Julie hadn’t been consciously cruel. 

Julie’s selfishness had puzzled and saddened Hope. . 
Turner’s self-absorption frightened her. 

She took a slow, inconspicuous breath. Defying him 
verbally was risky, but not nearly as risky as cowering. 
If she showed fear, Turner would be all over her in an 
instant, dragging her down to the hard floor, raping her 
no matter how much she screamed at him to stop. 

“What makes you think I’m going to marry you?” 
she asked in a tone of simple curiosity. 

“Because I’m the only one who will have you. I 
made sure of it,” he said with calm satisfaction. “Every 
man within a hundred miles who can get a hard-on 
knows if he comes near you, I’ll beat him to bloody 
rags with my bare fists. So nobody’s been scratching 
that itch between your legs. Getting hungry, baby doll? 
I sure as hell am.” 

Hope wanted to point out that Rio had been the ex- 
ception to Turner’s rule of driving men away, but she 
held her tongue. She sensed that bringing up Rio 
would change a frightening situation into a desperate 
one. 

“See,” Turner continued, “two years ago, when you 
came back here to live, you ignored me, so I knew you 
were still mad because of that hundred-dollar bill I 
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stuffed down your blouse. That’s why you went away 
to the big city and turned into a real classy piece of ass, 
something worth a lot more than a hundred bucks. You 
were real mad at me.” 

Hope kept on fixing her dinner even though the 
churning of her stomach told her she wouldn’t be eat- 
ing anything for a while. 

“You looked better than ever when you came back, 
but you wouldn’t give me the time of day.” Turner 
shrugged massively. “Hey, fine. I had lots of time and 
lots of women to play with. I could wait.” He smiled 
widely. “You know, I kind of liked waiting. Most 
women bore me after I fuck them. But with you I could 
lie in bed and think of how many ways I'd do it to you. 
I never got bored.” 

The shudder of revulsion that went through Hope 
didn’t escape Turner. He smiled, misreading her now 
as he had always misunderstood her in the past. 

“Turns you on, huh?” he said, hooking his thumbs 
through his belt loops. “Yeah, me, too. Come here, 
baby doll. I’ve got something in my pants for you.” 

oNo’ | 

“Hey.” He smiled hugely and held up his hands as 
though she had a gun on him. “My intentions are 
strictly honorable. I won’t touch you until we’re mar- 
ried, if that’s the way you want it.” 

“That’s the way I want it,” she said instantly. 

“Then move your ass, baby doll. There’s a man in 
town who'll have us married before you can say—” 

“No,” she cut in. 

‘What do you mean?” he said, exasperated. 
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“Just that. N. O. No.” Hope looked at Turner and 
spoke calmly despite the fear prowling through her, 
shaking her as the wind shook the house, howling. 
“Don’t you understand yet?” she asked with a calm- 
ness that was balanced on the brittle edge of desper- 
ation. “You only want me because you can’t have 
me. You said it yourself. Women bore you. I’ll bore 
you, too.” 

“No, you won't. You’re the only woman who ever 
said no to me and made it stick. C’mon,” he said im- 
patiently, holding out his thick hand to her. “Let’s go to 
town.” 

“No.” 

The hand became a big fist. “Listen, I’m getting real 
goddamn tired of hearing no from you. The game is 
over. Rio’s sniffing around, and he’s got too damn 
many women hot for him. He’ll get you to spread your 
legs, too. I’ve thought it over real careful. I was going 
to come here and beat that son of a bitch until he can’t 
ever get it up again. Then I saw him in town and de- 
cided to settle some things with you first. I’m going to 
fuck you until you can’t even think of saying no any- 
more. Got that, baby doll?” 

Hope looked from Turner’s flushed face to the fist 
he had unconsciously made of the hand he had held out 
to her. She wondered if he had been drinking, then de- 
cided it didn’t matter. He hadn’t had enough alcohol to 
slow him down, which was all that mattered to her. 

For an instant she thought longingly of the rifle in 
the water truck. No one had guessed that she would 
be cornered by a snake in her own kitchen. But then, 





BEAUTIFUL DREAMER DLS 


no one had guessed that she would be so alone, so 
vulnerable. 

The back door had never looked farther away. All 
that was left was to go along with Turner’s “offer” of 
marriage until they got to town, where she would run 
for the first open door she saw. 

Then Hope measured the flat light in Turner’s eyes 
and realized that he wouldn’t wait until town to rape 
her. He had been content with his coarse fantasies as 
long as he knew that she wasn’t interested in any man. 
But now Rio was around. 

Turner wasn’t going to let her get away. Not tonight. 

Hope’s hazel glance flickered again to the back door. 

“You start running and you aren’t going to like it 
when I catch you,’ Turner said, following her glance. 
“Pll like it, though. I'll like it a whole lot.” 

The chill wind moaned and blew over the land, buf- 
feting the house. 

Hope wanted nothing more than to be as wild and 
free as that wind. And as safe. 

Mentally she went over the drop from her bedroom 
window to the sloping roof of the back porch and from 
there to the ground. The wind would cover any sounds 
she made. She could be in the pasture, up on Aces, and 
over the back fence before Turner caught on. 

“Pll need to change my clothes before we get mar- 
ried in town,” she said calmly. 

Turner cocked his head as though listening to the 
wind. His opaque eyes looked her over, seeing through 
the soft caftan to the curving, softer flesh beneath. 

“Sure thing, babe. [ll just come along and watch. 
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Sort of an appetizer, see? I'll even get in a bite or two,” 
he added, surging forward and reaching for the slit in 
her caftan. “Right about here.” 

She twisted away to keep her legs beyond the reach 
of his clutching hand, but she wasn’t quite fast enough. 
His fingers grabbed the caftan below her waist. The 
lush green material bunched in his fist. 

Hands braced on the counter behind her, Hope stood 
very still. If she moved, she would arouse his predatory 
instincts even more. He liked women to fight him. 
They were so easy to defeat, so soft, and their smooth 
skin showed every mark of his victory. 

“Is this what your word is worth?” she asked with a 
calm that went no deeper than her cold skin. “You said 
you wouldn’t touch me until we were married.” 

“Does that mean you finally decided to marry me?” 
he asked carelessly. 

Slowly, as though in a nightmare, Hope felt the handle 
of the boning knife pressing against the edge of her palm. 

“It’s about time,” Turner continued. Almost absently 
his huge fist crushed the velvet fabric, pulling on it, 
playing with her. He was strong enough to have her in 
an instant, but then the game would be over. “I’m tired 
of jumping through hoops for you. First the mortgage, 
then the water, and you still keep saying no.” 

She spoke carefully, trying to bring reason to a situ- 
ation that was unraveling into terror. “I borrowed the 
money from Cottonwood Savings and Trust. One year, 
interest only, the land and buildings as collateral. 
Nothing was said about you.” 

“The bank is owned by my aunt, and I’m her fa- 
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vorite nephew. If it hadn’t been for me, you’d have 
been turned down flat”’ The big fist twisted very 
slowly, wrapping the green velvet more tightly around 
his fingers, dragging Hope closer. “I didn’t figure 
you’d make more than one or two payments before you 
went belly-up. I was going to step in and buy your 
ranch. Then you were going to earn it back one trick at 
a time, like any other whore.” - 

“T’ve made every payment.” Her voice was so con- 
trolled that it was almost toneless. 

“Yeah,” he said in disgust. His fist twisted harder, 
tightening more fabric around his fingers, pulling her 
closer. “You sure as hell did. Bill Worth says you’ve 
got money saved up for the balloon, too.” 

Unable to force sound past the fear closing her 
throat, Hope let the wind speak for her in a low, end- 
less cry of despair. 

“Well, shit, baby doll,” he said in exasperation. “You 
don’t leave a man enough room to swing his cock, do 
you? You won’t even spread your legs for the water 
you've been taking. So I’m going to collect what’s 
coming to me, starting now.” 

Turner yanked the fabric, throwing Hope off- 
balance, jerking her away from the counter before she 
could grab the knife. His thick arms pinned hers against 
her sides while his teeth ground against her lips. He 
backed up, dragging her with him, until the kitchen 
table pressed against his thighs. Then he lifted his head 
and grinned, humping his hips against her fast and hard. 

“How about right here, baby doll. Just you and me 
and the big hard table.” 
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Nausea turned over in Hope’s stomach and clogged 
her throat. Her mind raced with frantic speed. She 
wanted nothing but to be free of Turner’s touch, his 
smell, his obscene strength. With an effort of will that 
left her shaking, she smiled and lowered her eyelashes 
to keep him from seeing her revulsion. Deliberately 
she kicked off her fragile mules, getting ready to run at 
her first chance. 

‘How about in my bed?” she asked, her voice hoarse 
with fear rather than husky with desire. She doubted he 
would tell the difference. “I’d hate to get your fancy 
jeans all greasy.” 

He hesitated, surprised and disappointed by her un- 
expected surrender. On the other hand, it was what he 
had been waiting for. His arms loosened. ““Well, if—” 

She threw herself away from him with a strength 
that came from desperation. He staggered against the 
table, off-balance. Her right hand closed over the bon- 
ing knife as she sprinted between the counter and the 
table, heading for the back door. 

Turner moved with surprising speed for such a big 
man. He didn’t manage to catch her, but he did cut off 
her escape. 

She backed up rapidly, retreating from him. He 
didn’t bother to follow. He simply stood with his legs 
braced far apart, admiring her flushed face and dark 
hair. He smiled with cruel anticipation. 

‘That’s more like it, baby doll. I like a good run for my 
money.” Then he saw the boning knife glittering in her 
hand. “Put it down. Fun’s fun, but I’m not into knives.” 

“Then get the hell out of my kitchen.” 
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Hope’s voice was cold and empty, like the wind 
wrapping around the house in a sustained wail. 

Turner hesitated before he smiled again, an ugly 
smile. With small movements of his body, he began 
closing the distance between them. “You won’t do it.” 

She simply waited, knife in hand. She would do 
whatever she had to. 

The expression on his face said that he was finally 
figuring that out. 

“Last chance,” he snapped. “Put it down.” 

She waited, watching. She knew just where she was 
going to put the knife. 

So did he. 

“Bitch. When I catch you, you'll wish to God you’d 
never even thought of it!” 

The cry of the wind masked the heavy sound of 
Turner’s boots against the floor as he closed in on 
Hope. 
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“TM TEMPTED TO watch her castrate you.” 

Rio’s voice was as cold and empty as the wind, as 
cold as his eyes watching Turner from just beyond the 
kitchen doorway. 

The interruption was so unexpected that the big 
rancher simply stood and stared for a moment. Then 
he shook his head like a dog coming out of an icy 
rain. 

Relief surged through Hope with a power that made 
her light-headed. 

“But Hope isn’t used to drawing blood,” Rio 
drawled. “I am. I’m going to see what color yours is, 
Turner. I’m betting it’s yellow.” 

With a smooth, predatory stride, Rio walked toward 
Turner, nakedly stalking him. There was strength and 
control in each clean movement of Rio’s body. 

And violence. 

It radiated from the coiled perfection of each stride. 
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Hope backed away from Turner in a rush that took 
her beyond Rio to the living room. 

“Go outside,’ Rio said calmly, not looking at her, 
watching Turner with eyes that were both savage and 
utterly controlled. “This won’t take but a minute.” 

Before she could answer, Turner charged into the 
living room with his arms spread wide to drag every- 
one down. She threw herself to the side even as Rio 
gave her a hard shove, removing her from Turner’s 
reach. Her knees hit the couch and she fell on it in a 
sprawl that sent the knife flying out of her hand. The 
blade slid hilt-deep into a cushion. 

The instant it had taken to push Hope to safety left 
Rio at Turner’s mercy. He was knocked off-balance by 
the rancher’s massive tackle. They crashed to the floor 
with a force that shook the room. 

As Turner had in so many bar brawls with smaller 
men, he used his superior weight and muscle to flatten 
his opponent. Straddling Rio, he smiled and cocked a 
huge fist, preparing to beat the man beneath him into a 
bloody rag. 

Hope struggled upright and looked frantically 
around for the knife. She spotted the handle, grabbed 
it, and turned around just in time to see Turner’s fist 
Start down. 

It never reached Rio. 

With an upward sweep of his left arm, Rio knocked 
aside the blow. His right hand made an unusual fist, 
middle knuckle extended. With a deadly, twisting 
movement at the moment of impact, he rammed a shot 
straight to Turner’s heart. 
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Before the rancher went white at the pain exploding 
through his chest, the callused edge of Rio’s open left 
hand connected with Turner’s thick neck in a short, 
brutal chopping motion. With a low sound, the big man 
slipped sideways and flopped facedown on the living 
room floor. 

Rio came to his feet in a flowing, catlike movement. 
“Hope? Are you all right?” 

‘“I—Ri0?” she asked, disbelief in her wide eyes. 

The violence had happened so fast that she was hav- 
ing trouble understanding that it was over. Rio had 
moved so quickly, so lethally, no more than a handful 
of seconds from the moment Turner tackled them. 
Even with what Mason had told her, she hadn’t ex- 
pected Rio to be so deadly against the much bigger 
rancher. Turner had earned his reputation as a brutal, 
boots-and-bare-knuckle brawler. 

Rio took the knife from Hope’s slack fingers and set 
it on the lamp table. He knelt in front of her, searching 
her face with blue eyes so dark they were almost black. 

“Are you all right?” he asked urgently. “He didn’t 
have time to hurt you, did he? I saw him drive out of 
town. He turned toward the Valley of the Sun, not his 
own ranch. I got here as fast as I could.” 

Abruptly reaction hit Hope. She began to tremble vi- 
olently. Tears spilled out of her eyes. Her skin went 
pale. Her breath came in short gasps that couldn’t get 
enough oxygen into her lungs. 

Rio saw blood welling from a cut on her lip and 
knew that Turner had caused it. 

Hope saw the change in Rio’s eyes, the blackness of 
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violence wholly unleashed. With a guttural sound he 
turned toward the man lying unconscious on the floor. 

“No,” she said quickly. Her cold fingers closed over 
Rio’s arm. The bunched hardness of his muscles 
shocked her. It was like grabbing a steel fence post. 
“He didn’t—do anything.” 

Rio searched her face, hearing both the truth and the 
desperation in her broken words. He looked away from 
the tiny drops of blood on her pale lips. A fierce emo- 
tion went through him, cutting him, making him bleed 
even as she bled. 

‘Hope,’ he said softly. 

He ached to touch her and knew he shouldn’t. If he 
touched her, he would make love to her, kissing away 
even the memory of brutality, caressing her with his 
lips and his tongue and his body until she trembled and 
wept with ecstasy instead of fear. 

Turner’s low groan echoed the sound of the wind, 
rough and empty of meaning. 

Rio slanted the man a single feral look. Then he 
closed his eyes and fought to keep himself from curl- 
ing his long fingers around Turner’s throat and squeez- 
ing until there was nothing left of the rancher but a 
mound of cooling meat. 

Violence had never tempted Rio so much. 

Flexing his fingers, fighting a savage need to de- 
stroy, he turned away from the man who would have 
raped Hope. For a few terrible moments, Rio wasn’t 
sure he could let Turner live. 

Self-control had never been so hard before, not even 
when he was young and as wild as a winter storm. 
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Hope whispered his name. 

“Tt’s all right.” Rio forced calm into his voice instead 
of the violence that coiled within him, straining to be 
free. “I won’t kill him.” 

Yet, Rio added silently. 

Hope looked at him and heard what he hadn’t said 
aloud. “No, Rio. Don’t. Turner’s not worth going to jail 
for.” 

“You are.” 

Before she could say anything more, Turner groaned 
again. 

Rio moved with shocking speed. His fingers 
clamped around a thick arm. With an impatient jerk he 
rolled Turner over onto his back. 

“Can you hear me?” Rio asked indifferently. 

The other man’s groan didn’t tell Rio anything new. 
His palm smacked the bigger man’s face with mea- 
sured force. 

Turner’s eyes flew open. The instant his vision 
cleared enough to make out Rio, he lunged upward at 
him. 

Rio wrapped his hands around the rancher’s arms 
just above the elbows and used the bigger man’s mo- 
mentum to yank him to his feet. Steel fingers flexed 
and dug in like talons. 

Waves of pain slammed up Turner’s arms. He 
sagged and almost blacked out. The next time he 
looked at Rio, it was with dawning fear instead of rage. 

Rio saw the change and nodded. “We’re going to 
reach an understanding, you and me,” he drawled, his 
voice mild and his eyes promising hell everlasting. His 
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fingers dug deeply into Turner’s muscular flesh, grind- 
ing nerve against bone in a gesture that was punish- 
ment, warning, and promise in one. “You touch Hope 
again and I'll hurt you. Hear me?” 

“All I hear is the wind, drifter,” Turner said hoarsely. 

He didn’t say any more. He didn’t have to. The 
knowledge that Rio wouldn’t always be around to pro- 
tect Hope was there in Turner’s eyes. 

It was there in Hope’s, too, raw fear and regret. 

“That's right,’ Rio said softly. “I’m the wind. I’m 
everywhere. I see everything. I hear everything. 
Nothing happens that I don’t know. You touch Hope 
just once and you better start looking over your 
shoulder, living in your rearview mirror, locking your 
doors at night, and checking the locks again before 
you go to sleep. You better start going to church every 
Sunday and praying to God that you never see me 
again.” 

Turner’s eyes widened. He stared at Rio through 
waves of pain and began to understand more than mere 
words could say. Rio’s smile was as much a warning as 
the agonizing grip that was making the world go gray 
around the edges. 

“But if you touch her, no locks and no God will save 
you,” Rio said almost gently. “One day you'll hear the 
wind and you’ll turn around and I'll be there. That’s 
the day you die.” 

The unlatched front door banged open, pushed by a 
cold shout of wind. 

Pivoting, Rio released Turner with a hard motion 
that sent the rancher smashing into the doorframe. He 
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pulled himself upright, took one look at Rio’s face, and 
stumbled down the front steps and into his Jeep. 

Cold fingers of wind raked through Rio’s hair. He 
didn’t feel it. He stood in the doorway, watching while 
the Jeep’s headlights made a sweep of the yard and 
sped down the road until there was nothing left but a 
pinpoint of brightness. 

Coils of wind hummed around and through the 
house, making the walls shiver. 

Rio shut the door, turned, and saw that Hope was 
shivering, too. She came to her feet slowly, looking at 
him with eyes that were wide and very dark. 

“I know you don’t—’” Her voice broke and she tried 
again. “I know you don’t want to, but would you hold 
me, please?’ She swayed, holding on to herself be- 
cause there was no one else. “Please,” she said desper- 
ately, scrubbing her face and arms with her hands. “I 
can’t stand the feel of him on my skin any longer!” 

With a hoarse sound Rio went to Hope, wrapped his 
arms around her, rocked her gently against his body. 

He held her for long, long minutes, until her skin was 
warm beneath his hands and her body no longer shud- 
dered with vicious memories. He felt her take a deep, 
ragged breath, and then felt her lean against his strength 
with a trust that made him want to cry out in despair. 

“I would have used the knife,” she said bleakly. 

“T know.” His voice was soft and certain as he 
smoothed his cheek against the dark satin of her hair. 

“Do you?” she asked, tilting her face up to his. 

“Yes. You’re a one-man woman,” Rio said, bending 
down to Hope. “And God help us both, /’m that man.” 


# 


238 ELIZABETH LOWELL 


He lowered his mouth to her trembling lips, kissing 
her with melting gentleness, cherishing her. The tip of 
his tongue caressed the cut on her lip. 

“Even your blood is sweet,’ he whispered. 

She made a low sound and swayed against him. 

“Does that hurt?” he asked softly against her mouth, 
not lifting his head at all. 

“No,” she said in a low voice, watching him through 
half-closed eyes. “It feels...” 

Her voice died. She shivered and moved her head 
very slowly from side to side, offering more of her 
mouth to him in a silent plea. 

With tiny, hot movements of his tongue he caressed 
her lips, licking away every last bit of Turner’s ugly 
embrace. She moaned and clung to Rio, letting his 
warmth and his tenderness fill her senses. 

Her lips parted in a helpless invitation that he accepted 
with a deep sound of pleasure and need. His tongue 
stroked the inner softness of her mouth, tasting her while 
tiny shudders of desire rippled through his powerful body, 
passion surging hotly, threatening to strip away his control. 

He shouldn’t be holding her, touching her, tasting 
her on his tongue like a wild, sweet rain. 

“Hope,” he breathed against her mouth. And then 
again, urgently, “Hope, tell me to stop.” 

Her eyes opened, luminous with emotion. “I love 
you,” she whispered, and her breath flowed warmly 
over his lips. 

“God,” Rio groaned, and he buried his face against 
her neck, unable to bear the radiant truth of her eyes. 
“I didn’t want to hurt you,” he said harshly. 
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“IT know.” Her voice was like her eyes, serene, cer- 
tain. 

“J don’t have any past, any future, any present. J am 
the wind.” 

“Yes,” she said, turning to caress his cheek with her 
lips. “I know.” 

He straightened and confronted the extraordinary 
beauty of Hope’s eyes. His hard, warm hands shaped 
her face. 

“Then tell me to go,” he said in a hoarse voice. 

She smiled sadly. “Never, my love.” 

“Hope—” 

“Kiss me,” she interrupted, standing on tiptoe to 
reach his mouth. 

“Hope, I don’t—” 

The soft heat of her lips, her tongue, drove every 
word from Rio’s mind. He made a rough, low sound 
and took her mouth even as she took his. The gliding 
pressure of tongue over tongue became a wildness 
shaking him. He couldn’t hold her close enough, taste 
her deeply enough, or control the hunger sweeping 
through him like a violent desert storm. 

Before the kiss ended he was fully aroused, needing 
her as he had never needed a woman before. With an 
effort that left him shaking, he lifted his mouth from 
hers. 

“No more,’ he said hoarsely. 

Her luminous eyes searched his. “Why?” 

His laugh was short, rough. He felt her warmth over 
every inch of his body, but most of all in the rigid flesh 
straining against his jeans. Against her. He moved his 
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hips once, slowly. The blunt, unmistakable ridge of 
male passion caressed her. 

“That’s why,” he said almost angrily. 

Hope’s smile was like her body, invitation and in- 
citement at once. ““That’s the best reason I can think of 
not to stop,’ she murmured, kissing the corners of his 
mouth, moving her hips against him in return. 

‘“Hope—” 

“T’m not asking you to stay with me forever,” she in- 
terrupted, breathing her warmth into his mouth. “I’m 
not even asking you to say you love me. All I’m ask- 
ing is to feel your life inside me. That’s all, Rio. Just 
that. You. Inside me.” 

Her words wrenched a cry from him that was both 
harsh and infinitely sweet. He could no more resist the 
outpouring of her love than the land could resist a sil- 
ver fall of rain. Without stopping to think or argue or 
deny, he lifted her into his arms. Her weight was as 
feminine and heady as her smile. 

“You don’t have to carry me off to the bedroom,” 
she said. “I won’t change my mind or run away.” 

“You sure?” 

Smiling, savoring, she rubbed the palm of her hand 
over the hard muscles of his chest, the strong tendons 
of his neck, the line of his jaw. His head turned swiftly. 
Lovingly, his teeth captured the flesh at the base of her 
thumb. With sensuous finesse he bit down. 

Desire lanced through her with a force that dragged 
a hoarse, surprised cry from her throat. 

He repeated the caress, then sucked on the tender 
flesh. 
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“Run away? My God, I’d be lucky to stand up,” she 
said raggedly. “You make me weak.” 

He heard the surprise in her voice, felt the quivers of 
need that coursed through her body. Smiling rather 
fiercely, he started up the stairs. Then he stopped with- 
out warning and looked down at Hope. His pupils were 
fully dilated, leaving only a crystal rim of midnight 
blue. He took her mouth with a hard thrust of his tongue 
and laughed aloud to feel the passion shaking her. 

‘Beautiful dreamer,’ he said huskily, and thrust into 
her again. “God, how I want you.” He lifted his head fi- 
nally, all but crying out in protest at having to end the 
kiss. “I’m carrying you because I’m trying to slow my- 
self down.” 

She searched his face, reading his hunger in every 
taut line, every harshly drawn breath. “Is it working?” 

“What do you think?” 

Hope smiled slowly. “I think your bedroom is closer 
than mine,’ she murmured, tracing the line of his jaw 
with the tip of her tongue. 

His eyes closed for an instant while desire raged 
through him. “I think you’re right.” 

He stopped and kissed her again, searching the hot 
textures of her mouth with slow strokes of his tongue. 
When he heard the sounds welling from deep in her 
throat, and from his, he wondered if he would be able 
to get enough of her even when he was buried in her. 

Then he wondered if he would be able to wait to find 
out, or if he would take her right here, right now, on the 
stairway. 

He was certain that she wouldn’t protest if he turned 
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her in his arms and fitted her body over his, sheathing 
himself in her slick, passionate heat. Her willingness 
was plain in her hazel eyes dilated and dazed with 
hunger, in the way her lips opened beneath his kiss, 
wanting his tongue deep within her mouth. 

Wanting him. 

All I’m asking ts to feel your life inside me. That’s 
all, Rio. Just that. You. Inside me. 

With a hoarse sound that could have been Hope’s 
name, he dragged his mouth away from hers and went 
up the stairway with long, powerful strides. The door to 
his room was open. He kicked it shut behind him and 
carried her over to the bed. Then he stopped, still hold- 
ing her, but not kissing her, not even looking at her. 

Hope was afraid that he had changed his mind. She 
didn’t want that. She wanted to belong to him in a way 
that she had belonged to no other man. Urgently she 
slid her fingers between the snaps on his shirt. The heat 
of his body was like a furnace burning her with the 
promise of strength and passionate need. Shivering 
with pleasure and hunger, she caressed him and felt the 
answering quiver of his body. 

“You want me,” she said huskily. “I can feel it. Why 
did you stop?” 

He gave her a crooked smile that made her ache. 
“You've driven me crazy.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“IT can’t even let go of you long enough to undress 
you.” 

Hope would have smiled, but the hunger she felt for 
Rio was too close to pain. Her fingers shook as she 
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reached for the long zipper that lay hidden beneath a 
front fold of the caftan. The zipper made a soft, secret 
sound as she opened it. 

He watched with dark, hungry eyes while green fab- 
ric fell away from skin that was both softer and hotter 
than velvet. She shrugged away some of the cloth, re- 
vealing the creamy curves and dark rose peak of one 
breast. The nipple pouted and grew tighter as he 
looked, begging for his tongue, his teeth, his mouth. 

Slowly, with an aching kind of control, he turned 
Hope in his arms and allowed her legs to slide down 
over him. The changing pressure of her body against 
his arousal made him shiver with raw pleasure. 

He didn’t let go of her. He couldn’t. He lifted her 
until her breast was level with his mouth. With small, 
slow movements of his head, he brushed his lips over 
her nipple and felt the passionate trembling of her re- 
sponse. Even as she cried out his name, asking for him, 
he drew her deeply into his mouth, caressing her as 
though he was drawing life itself from her. Then he 
lost himself in the taste of her and she lost herself in 
the feel of his mouth so hot and knowing on her breast. 

It was a long time before he released her, long 
enough for her to be shuddering, long enough for her 
skin to become as hot as his, as misted with passion. 

He wanted to open his jeans and bury himself in her 
right where they stood. 

He wanted to lie down with her, take her so slowly 
she would be crying and wild before they were 
halfway joined. 

He wanted it fast and hard, slow and sweet, violent 
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and serene. He wanted everything with her, more than 
he had ever wanted from any woman. The depth of his 
need would have frightened him if he had room in his 
mind for anything but Hope. 

When he put her on the bed, the caftan fell open at 
the slit. One slender leg gleamed between green velvet 
folds. Her exposed breast quivered as she breathed, its 
tip taut and glistening from his hungry mouth. She 
smiled up at him with lips still hot from his kisses, 
wanting him. 

He had never seen anything more beautiful, not even 
the land itself. 
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WITH HANDS THAT ached to touch Hope, Rio tore im- 
patiently at his own shirt, undoing the steel snaps in a 
single ripping sound. His leather belt hissed as he 
jerked it through denim loops. The rest of his clothes 
quickly dropped to the floor until he stood naked be- 
fore her, fighting to slow himself down yet unable to 
control the hunger that made his breath short and his 
arousal pulse hotly with every rapid heartbeat. 

He saw her look at him, all of him, accepting him 
without hesitation or fear. When he heard her murmur- 
ing sound of admiration he thought he would lose con- 
trol right there. She was destroying him and she didn’t 
even know it. 

Her trembling fingers traced a line from his waist to 
his thigh. Curiously she touched the thrusting evidence 
of his desire. He clenched his hands and groaned with 
pleasure. When her fingers curled softly, sweetly 
around him, sweat gathered and ran down his spine. 
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“You're killing me,” he said hoarsely. 

She gave him a startled look. “Am I too rough?” 

He gave a crack of laughter. “My beautiful dreamer. 
Don’t you know? Right now you could skin me with a 
dull knife and I’d beg for more.” 

He lifted her fingers to his mouth, biting them 
sweetly and then rubbing them across his chest, his nip- 
ples, his belly. But he couldn’t bear being without her 
taste for more than a few seconds. He lifted her hands 
and bit them again, groaning with raw hunger. He had 
just enough restraint not to leave more than fleeting 
marks of passion on her skin. But he wanted to. 

And she wanted him to. 

She wanted him with an intensity that made her 
twist and tremble and utter small, wild sounds that ate 
at the core of his control. 

“I want to be gentle,’ he said through his teeth. 
“Help me.” 

Gracefully she shrugged away the green velvet folds 
of her caftan. When he saw that she wore nothing be- 
neath the cloth but a flush of desire spreading across 
her smooth, pale skin, he nearly went to his knees. 

His dark hands stroked from her lips to her toes, 
wanting all of her, shaking with the wanting. Finally 
his fingers tangled in the dark curls between her thighs. 
Gently he slid one finger partway between her soft, hot 
folds, silently asking if she was as ready for him as he 
was for her. 

She was slick, hot, wet, and very tight. 

He knew then that she wanted him—and that it had 
been a long, long time since she had been with a man. 
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The knowledge both excited and chastened him. With 
two fingers he delicately, teasingly, moved within her. 
He went just far enough that she knew he was there, 
just enough to stretch her, but not nearly deep enough 
for either one of them. 

Her hips lifted, following his touch as she had fol- 
lowed his kiss. He laughed softly and circled the hot 
nub that was no longer hidden, but begging openly 
for his caress. She gasped, shivered, and watched him 
with smoldering eyes. He watched her the same way, 
burning, as he bent down and kissed her, caressed her, 
teased her, tasted her until she cried out and melted 
for him. 

“Sweet,” he said in a low voice, watching her, tast- 
ing her. “So damned sweet. No woman has ever burned 
for me like you.” 

He took a deep, racking breath and forced himself to 
look away from the heat welling out of her in gentle 
pulses. 

She breathed his name and opened even more, need- 
ing him. 

Abruptly he knew he couldn’t wait any longer. He 
turned and grabbed blindly for his jeans. 

“Rio?” She watched him with hungry eyes, afraid 
that he was going to pull on his clothes and leave her 
lonely and aching. 

He saw her fear, and her need. He kissed her in 
swift, steamy reassurance. 

“Tt’s all right, dreamer,” he said, biting her lips softly 
while he tore open the tiny package he had found in his 
jeans. “I'll take care of it.” 
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When Hope realized what he was unwrapping, she 
shook her head. She didn’t want that. She wanted him. 
All of him. Everything he could give. If that meant his 
baby, too, she would be the luckiest woman on earth. 

“No,” she said quickly, covering his fingers with her 
own. “You don’t need to. It’s all right. Please. I don’t 
want anything between us. Nothing.” 

He looked into eyes that were both burning and 
clear. A shudder of raw pleasure went down his spine 
at the thought of being truly naked within her. She 
hadn’t been with any man for so long that she was as 
tight as a virgin, yet she had wanted him enough to 
protect herself in advance, freeing both of them from 
the sensual restrictions of a condom. That kind of free- 
dom was something he had never permitted himself 
with any woman. 

“Are you sure?” he asked. “I’m used to it. I al- 
ways...” 

His voice faded as he watched her lean toward him 
until her lips brushed over the heartbeat that pulsed 
visibly through his thick, rigid sex. 

‘“T want you,” she said. “I want this. Naked.” 

The touch of her tongue made him jerk. The foil 
packet fell from his shaking fingers to the floor. He un- 
coiled with a powerful movement that pressed her back 
onto the bed. 

“Woman,” he said thickly, “so much woman.” 

His whole body was hard with the force of restrain- 
ing the hunger that shot through him with every motion 
of her lips brushing over him. His need of her raged 
like lightning through his body. 
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She trembled and opened to him, yielding a hot rain 
of pleasure as his fingers again found the secrets hid- 
den within her softness. He had never wanted anything 
as much as he wanted to take her in that searing, end- 
less instant when pleasure melted her. 

Yet he was sure he would hurt her if he did. For all 
her heat, for all her need, she was still so tight he could 
barely ease two fingers into her. 

He rolled over onto his back, pulling her with him, 
lifting her until her beautiful legs were pressed along- 
side his. Hard hands caressed from her shoulders down 
her back, kneading her hips, rubbing her softly against 
him until she shivered and shared her passion with him 
in a rain of hot silk. Need raked through him, white- 
hot, violent. 

“Take me, Hope,” he said hoarsely, easing just a 
small part of himself inside her. ““Take as much or as 
little as you want. It’s the only way I won’t hurt you.” 

She looked down at his rigid flesh pressing gently 
into her. Pleasure swept through her in expanding, lig- 
uid pulses. She shared them with him, moving against 
his arousal, making him as slick and hot as she was. 

“T can’t imagine anything hurting with you,” she 
said, watching him with eyes that knew only love. 

“Dreamer,” he said hoarsely, “beautiful dreamer.” 

His breath broke in a groan as her soft, passionate 
heat caressed him again. Involuntarily he closed his 
eyes, giving himself to her, losing himself in her. 

Then he opened his eyes and moved in return, 
watching her with eyes that had no blue, only the 
dark glitter of desire. He felt her begin to ease more 
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of herself onto him, more and then more. But still 
she was tight, a sweet, slick fist squeezing him. 
Small, too small. It had been too long for her since 
her last man. 

“Tl hurt you,” he said through clenched teeth. 

“Not much. I’m told it’s a very fragile piece of skin.” 

Sweat broke out all over Rio’s body as he realized 
that he had been wrong. It hadn’t been a long time 
since Hope had been with a man. It had been forever. 

She had never given herself before, to any man. 

Ecstasy swept through him in a searing silver rain. 

“My God,” he groaned, “I wonder which one of us 
is dreaming now.” 

The only answer was her heat closing over him, re- 
treating, then advancing again, more deeply with each 
motion. 

He wanted to put his hands on her hips and thrust 
into her, burying himself completely in her tight satin 
heat, ending the exquisite torment. All that prevented 
him was the intense pleasure that transformed her face 
each time she moved over him. Eyes closed, generous 
mouth taut, she came to him with the same abandoned 
grace he had seen when she’d arched herself to the sky 
and let water pour from her cupped hands. 

“T want all of you,” she whispered against his lips, 
straining to be as close to him as a woman could be to 
a man. “Help me, Rio. Help us.” 

He looked at her flushed face and saw no fear, no 
hesitation. The simple truth of her words broke over 
him, shaking him. He felt her softness straining against 
the last barrier between them. 
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“Gently,” he murmured. “Gently, my dreamer.’ 

His fingers caught her hard nipples, caressing her, 
sending exquisite lightning through her. He let the 
storm build, piling caress upon caress until he felt 
pleasure burst inside her. At that instant he thrust once, 
deeply, sweeping away the barrier between them. Then 
he retreated again, fearful of hurting her any more. 

Hope followed his retreat, sliding over him, sheath- 
ing him deeply in her body. They both cried out in 
fierce pleasure, wanting it to last forever, to live and 
die feeling only the unbearably sweet instant when she 
first measured his full power. 

He was no longer the wind. He was as hard and as 
hot and as hungry for rain as the desert itself. He could 
feel the storm coming now, feel it sweeping out from 
him, feel himself on the brink of— 

His hands clamped over her hips, holding her ab- 
solutely still. 

“Don’t move,” he said hoarsely, fighting for control 
of the storm they had created. “It’s too soon. You aren’t 
ready.” 

Slowly she opened her eyes and looked down at the 
man she loved. Every muscle in his body was rigid, 
hot, gleaming with sweat. He filled her mind, her 
heart, her body, and she wanted nothing more than to 
bring him a pleasure as wild and as true as her love for 
him. 

He could hold her hips prisoner, but there was noth- 
ing he could do about the deep, involuntary move- 
ments of her body as she looked down at him with love 
in her eyes. 
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He groaned. “Don’t—” 

And then he could say no more. Hope was all around 
him, tugging sleekly at him, and he gave himself to her 
as though she was the wind calling his name. 

She closed her eyes, savoring Rio’s release, feeling 
the most intense pleasure of her life as the man she 
loved pulsed within her. She kissed his hot skin, 
breathed in his unique male scent, tasted the salt of 
passion. Smiling dreamily, she lay on his chest, con- 
tent to listen to his heart beating wildly beneath her 
cheek. 

When Rio could breathe again his hands slowly 
traveled from Hope’s tangled hair down her spine to 
the warm curve of her hips, and from there to the se- 
cret cleft between. His fingertips brushed over sultry 
flesh, making her breath catch. 

The sensitivity of her own body surprised her. She 
lifted her head and looked into his midnight-blue eyes. 
He moved against her, within her, smiling up at her 
with male intent. 

“Rio?” she asked, not understanding. She had felt 
his climax. She was certain that he was satisfied. 

“Did you think I would leave you hungry?” 

Hope could only shake her head. “You haven’t,” she 
said simply, still not understanding. “I’ve never felt 
more pleasure than I did with you just now.” 

As Hope’s words sank in, a hot shudder of desire 
stitched down the length of Rio’s body. She had never 
had more pleasure—and he hadn’t even begun to make 
love to her. The thought tore at him with the honeyed 
claws of ecstasy barely restrained. 
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“T’ve never lost control with a woman before,’ he 
said in a gritty, rueful voice, “and damned if you aren’t 
taking me right up to the edge all over again.” 

“T don’t understand.” 

“You will,’ he promised. 

Without separating their bodies, he rolled her over 
onto her back and fitted his mouth to hers. 

And then he loved her. 

It was like being caught in a hot, gentle whirlwind. 
Hope felt his tongue thrusting sensually into her mouth 
even as his hands found the satin weight of her breasts. 
He caught her nipples between his fingers and tugged. 
Lightning streaked through her. She moaned and her 
body moved reflexively, tightening around him. 

He laughed with sheer male pleasure. 

The sound was another stroke of lightning taking 
her body by storm. She twisted up against him, need- 
ing the feel of his flesh buried inside her. He laughed 
again before he bent his head and drank the sounds that 
rippled from her. His fingertips closed on her hard nip- 
ples and tugged while hot waves of pleasure washed 
through her to him, a sensual yielding that was also a 
feminine demand. 

He shifted one hand to the lush curve of her bottom, 
flexing his fingers against her resilient hip. His words 
were a dark wind surrounding her, telling her what she 
felt like, tasted like, what he wanted from her, what he 
would give to her in return; and through it all his hands 
stroked and tugged and burned over her, teaching her 
more than she had ever dreamed about sensual hunger 
and response. . 
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“Rio,” she said breathlessly, “I—” 

The word became a cry as his hand slid between 
their joined bodies, finding and caressing the slick, 
pouting knot. He felt her sudden tension, her breath 
stopping within her, her nails digging into his back. He 
laughed softly, hotly, confidently, like his fingers 
stroking her, taking her to the edge and then holding 
her there poised and shivering on the brink of release. 

She made a ragged sound that was his name and a 
question, surprise and something close to fear. She felt 
her own body being seduced from her control, a storm 
at the instant of breaking, her nerves a violent network 
of lightning straining to be free. Instinctively she held 
back, uncertain. 

“Dreamer,” he said huskily, caressing Hope, “come 
to me.” 

She cried aloud and she gave herself to the storm, to 
Rio, holding nothing back, knowing ecstasy for the 
first time in her life. It swept through her like a long, 
wild wind, shaking her to her soul. 

She held on to him, crying, and he held her, kissing 
away the sweet rain of tears. Blindly she clung to him 
while her lips caressed his neck, his chest, the hard nub 
of his nipple. She was drowning in ecstasy, in him, and 
she whispered her love with each breath she took. 

He heard her words, felt the tiny wild movements of 
her body, and control began slipping away from him 
again. He fought the whirlwind of desire spiraling up 
from their joined bodies, making him fill her until each 
of her breaths was a separate caress over him. He 
wanted to hold himself back, to protest that he wasn’t 
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like this, that no woman had ever aroused him until he 
wanted to scream with it, but even that primitive re- 
lease was denied because his throat was as tight around 
his words as she was around him. 

‘T wondered on the stairway if I could get enough of 
you,” he said finally, his voice low and gritty, as inti- 
mate as his movements deep within her body. He bit 
her shoulder with fierce restraint. “I don’t think I can. 
Have you had enough of me?” 

Her only answer was a sharp cry as anticipation 
coiled impossibly, hotly, within her again. Lightning 
strokes of new pleasure ripped through her before the 
aftershocks of her first ecstasy had fully stilled. She 
tried to say his name but couldn’t. She could only feel 
his presence inside her. 

He filled her, all of her, leaving room for nothing ex- 
cept the hot silver rains sweeping over her once again. 
This time she didn’t hesitate in surprise or fear. She knew 
that he was waiting for her within that torrential passion. 
And then she was with him, holding him hard and close 
while ecstasy broke around them, consuming them. 

It was a long time before the sensual storm passed, 
leaving them spent, gleaming with moisture, their bod- 
ies tightly intertwined. 

Rio kissed and caressed Hope gently, cherishing her. 
He had never known such wild, intense pleasure with 
a woman. He hadn’t even believed it was possible. She 
was like a new land opening before him, a new wind 
calling his name. 

“Hope,” he whispered. 

He wanted to say more, but was able only to say her 


¢ 


256 ELIZABETH LOWELL 


name again and again. His mouth opened on her lips, 
asking for a greater intimacy. When she answered with 
a gliding pressure of her tongue, he caught it almost 
hungrily. 

Rio didn’t understand his need, for it wasn’t sexual 
hunger driving him. He felt like a man racing to catch 
the wind, to hold it, to absorb it so completely into 
himself that he would never be separate again. 

So he held her, surrounding her, letting her drift 
asleep within the cradle of his arms. 

He didn’t sleep. He couldn’t. He lay and watched 
moonlight bathe Hope in unearthly silver beauty. And 
when he could control himself no longer, he began 
touching her with his hands and his lips and his tongue. 

She woke slowly, languidly, murmuring Rio’s name 
and her love while his mouth caressed her lips, her 
neck, her breasts, her body, moving over her like his 
brother the wind, learning each of her soft secrets. 
Long before he came to her she was crying and twist- 
ing against his unbearably knowing mouth, lost in the 
ecstasy shaking her. 

Even then he didn’t take her. He simply, hungrily, 
began all over again, memorizing her, leaving none of 
her hot skin untasted, knowing all of her, cherishing 
her with a primal sensuality that shattered her. 

That was when he took her, when his name was a 
wild cry on her lips. 

It was her name, too, his broken cry against her 
mouth, their voices intertwined as deeply as their 
moonlit bodies. 
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THE NEXT DAY Hope awoke to the fragrance of rain 
flowers drifting softly over her skin. She opened her eyes 
and saw bright yellow blossoms falling from Rio’s hand. 

His smile was as warm as the sunrise flooding the 
room with shades of gold and rose. Kissing her lips 
gently, he pulled the covers back up to her neck, con- 
cealing the womanly allure of her body. His hands 
curved around the blanket and her breasts. 

“Last night taught me that I have no willpower 
where you’re concerned, so I’m going to put all your 
temptations out of my sight.” 

“Why?” she asked sleepily, winding her arms 
around his neck. “If you give in, I won’t be nearly so 
tempting to you afterward, will I?” 

Laughing almost roughly, he disentangled her arms, 
kissing every inch of them along the way. He bit her 
palms and touched the sensitive skin between her fin- 
gers with the tip of his tongue. 
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“The more I have you,” he said, closing his teeth 
over each of her fingertips in turn, “the more I want 
you. If I give in, the only explorations that get done on 
the ranch today will be done in this bed.” 

Hope’s hazel eyes kindled. ““What a lovely thought,” 
she murmured, curling her fingers around his, tugging 
him down toward her. | 

“Does that mean you don’t want to go riding with 
me?” 

Amusement curved her lips. 

“Let me rephrase that,” he said quickly. “I’ve got a 
very interesting prospect for a well site. Do you want 
to go over it with me?” 

Her sleepy, sensual humor evaporated. “Do you 
mean that? Have you really found a place to drill for 
water?” 

‘TI don’t know. So far things look good. I was going 
to check it out yesterday, but I went into town instead.” 
He watched her with searching, intense eyes, wonder- 
ing how she felt toward him in the clear light of an- 
other day. 

Hope’s smile faded as she remembered why Rio had 
left yesterday. He hadn’t wanted to be her lover. 

And now he was. 

‘Hope,’ he began, seeing shadows in her eyes. 

“No,” she cut in, her fingers over his lips. “I know 
you didn’t want to be my lover. But it happened. I 
don’t expect you to change. Don’t expect me to 
change, either. I love you, Rio. Nothing will change 
that.” 

He gave her a swift, fierce kiss, then left the room 
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like it was on fire. He didn’t trust himself to touch her 
anymore without sweeping away the blankets and 
knowing again the searing ecstasy of her body joined 
with his, her cries rippling through all of his silences. 

Yesterday she had been a virgin. Today she was his 
woman. Tomorrow ... 

Tomorrow belonged to the wind. He would face it 
when he had to. Until then, today beckoned, radiant 
with Hope. 

“Your bath is two feet deep and steaming,” Rio 
called as he went down the stairs. “By the time you’re 
dressed, I'll have breakfast ready.” 

“Where are we going?” Hope asked as she got out of 
bed. She shivered when her warm bare feet hit the cold 
bare floor. 

“Ain't telling,” he drawled. 

She laughed at his laconic imitation of Mason. Then 
she raced for the hot welcome of a bath. She lingered, 
soaking out every small ache of the body she and Rio 
had so thoroughly enjoyed. 

Finally she couldn’t resist the smell of breakfast. 
Without looking, she stood and reached for a towel. 
The rack was empty. The nearest towel supply was in 
the linen closet down the hall. The cold hall. 

Just as she nerved herself up for a chilly dash to the 
linen closet, the bathroom door opened. Rio’s hand ap- 
peared. A thick, soft towel dangled from his fist. 

“Missing something?” he asked. 

‘Brrr,’ she answered. 

He came in and closed the door behind him so that 
the steamy warmth couldn’t escape. Then he held the 


¢ 


260 ELIZABETH LOWELL 


towel wide in silent invitation. She stepped into it, and 
his arms. He kissed her until it was impossible to know 
whether her flushed skin came from the hot bath or 
from the even hotter passion he called from her. 

‘“That’s what J was missing,” he said huskily. Then 
he lifted his head and put her away from his hungry, in- 
sistent body. “If I don’t stop right now, neither one of 
us is going to be in any shape to get on a horse.” 

“Especially if the horse is Storm Walker,” she said, 
smiling at him with trembling lips. 

“T think Pll leave that tough old son in the corral 
today,’ Rio admitted. “I suspect he has more hard in 
him this morning than I do.” 

When Hope looked down Rio’s body, she saw the 
unmistakable bulge pushing against his jeans. A shiver 
of pleasure coursed through her when she remembered 
the beauty of his body beneath her hands. In the wake 
of memory came the rushing, liquid heat that had be- 
come familiar last night. Slowly, murmuring approval, 
she moved her hand over the length of his arousal. 

His breath broke. “I thought you would be sore.” 

She shook her head. 

His hand slid up between her legs. The hungry, 
molten silk that waited for him was a revelation. His 
breath broke as his heartbeat doubled. 

“You sure?” he asked, stroking her, watching for any 
sign that she was flinching away. 

She shifted, opening to his touch. The hot pulse of 
her response on his fingers said that she was ready for 
him. 

‘I want you to be able to ride,’ he said. 
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Yet even as he spoke, he caressed her, drawing more 
of her liquid silk to him. 

Her eyelids trembled down as an exquisite thrill of 
pleasure rippled through her. “Ill tie a pillow to the 
saddle.” 

He laughed and sank to his knees. “That won’t be 
necessary.” 

The sultry, wild whirlwind of his mouth closed over 
her. When she was trembling and crying, he pulled her 
down and let the storm take them both. By the time it 
was spent, he lay fully clothed on the cold floor with her 
over him like a blanket. Smiling, he stroked her back. 

“T must be crushing you,’ Hope said. 

He laughed, and in laughing moved inside her. 

“Mmm,” she purred. “That feels good.” 

His heartbeat quickened again. “Better get up, 
dreamer. We have a well to find.” 

She kissed his jaw, sighed, and struggled into a sit- 
ting position astride him. 

His breath caught. “Hope?” 

“Mmm?” 

He lifted her off his quickening flesh. “Get out of 
here or neither one of us will be able to walk, much 
less ride.” 

She looked at Rio, saw that he was still hard, and 
said, “Why don’t I just drag you fully dressed into that 
tub? It’s still hot.” 

For an instant Hope thought he was going to let 
her—and so did he. 

With a wrench that was almost painful, he stood and 
tucked himself back into his jeans. He started to say 
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something, shook his head ruefully, and got out of the 
steamy intimacy of the bathroom. 

“Breakfast 1s ready,’ he said from the safety of the 
hallway. And so am I. 

Again. 

His response to Hope kept taking Rio by surprise, 
like finding an artesian spring in the middle of a vast 
desert waste. The spring shouldn’t be there. All logic 
and experience were against it. But there it was just the 
same, pure and sweet and inexhaustible, pulsing with 
rhythms that were deeper than logic and experience, as 
deep as life itself. 

By the time Hope dressed and walked into the 
kitchen, Rio had filled two plates with mounds of hot- ’ 
cakes, ham, and eggs. She measured the huge breakfast 
and looked at him in silent protest. 

“You'll be glad for every bite by lunchtime,” he said. 

She ate without arguing. She knew he was right. Be- 
sides, she was unusually hungry. When she tucked the 
last morsel of hotcake neatly into her mouth and 
looked up from her plate, he was smiling at her. 

Rio touched the fullness of her lower lip, licked his 
fingertip, and said, “Sweet.” 

“Syrup always is,” she pointed out reasonably, smil- 
ing at him with love in her eyes. | 

He shook his head slowly. “Not syrup. You.” He 
sighed and pushed his chair back from the table. “Let’s 
go before my good intentions hitch a ride on the wind. 
Again.” 

“You never told me where we were going.” 

“You distracted me.” 
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“Good for me. Was it good for you?” 

He laughed. “You know it was. Wind Canyon.” 

Smiling, Rio poured the rest of the coffee into a can- 
teen, tossed a paper bag full of sandwiches to Hope, 
put his arm around her shoulders, and walked out into 
the sun-filled morning. Leaning lightly against him, 
she slid her arm around his waist. Her long legs kept 
pace with clean, graceful movements. 

“I’m not a bit sore,” she said, grinning. “Must be all 
those years of riding.” 

He gave a crack of laughter, kissed her swiftly on 
the lips, and lifted her over the pasture fence. He 
watched while she caught Aces, swung up bareback on 
the mare, and rode to the fence. The elegance of 
Hope’s legs was clear even when they were covered by 
worn jeans and scuffed cowboy boots. He kept re- 
membering how it felt when those long legs had 
wrapped around him, holding him tightly within her 
silky heat. 

“You have beautiful legs,’ he said when she rode 
close. | 

She looked at him, startled. Then she smiled, slid off 
Aces, and picked up a curry comb. 

_ “My legs are how I got the money to keep the ranch 
alive,’ Hope said as she worked. “Shoes, hosiery, and 
slit-to-midthigh bedroom stuff was my specialty. The 
green caftan came from one of my last modeling as- 
signments. I love the way it makes me feel.” 

Rio half-closed his eyes. The memory of her silky, 
beautiful body glowing against the deep green velvet 
was a pleasure so acute it was almost pain. 
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“So you take it out and wear it when nobody is 
around,” he said huskily. 

“Except for last night.” Hope shuddered. “Turner 
knew I'd be here alone. He saw you in town.” 

“T know. One of the clerks in the hardware store told 
me that John Turner took one look at me through the 
window, reversed direction, and set off out of town like 
the hounds of hell were after him.” Rio’s eyes changed, 
becoming as hard as blue-black stone. 

“T’m glad you came back,” she said simply. 

“Not half as glad as I am.” Emotions vibrated in his 
voice, a volatile mixture of rage at Turner, anger at 
himself, and a hunger for Hope so intense that it still 
could shake him. 

With a muttered word, Rio went to the barn. He 
emerged in a few minutes, leading Dusk. The mare 
headed toward the horse trailer that had been un- 
hitched from Rio’s pickup and parked beside the barn. 
Dusk’s movements were the automatic reaction of a 
horse accustomed to being trailered all over the West 
as her owner went from town to town, ranch to ranch, 
horizon to horizon. 

“Not yet, girl,’ Rio said, draping the roping rein 
over the corral railing. “First we’ve got a well to find.” 

Hope had watched the horse turn toward the trailer, 
heard Rio’s casual words, and now a cold wind was 
keening through her soul. 

Not yet. 

But it would happen. There was no question, no 
doubt, nothing in Rio’s voice but a calm certainty that 
he would leave. 
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Leaning against Aces, Hope struggled to control the 
storm of grief shaking her. You knew he was going to 
leave, she told herself fiercely. Last night didn’t 
change that. Tonight won’t change it. 

Nothing will change it. 

You’ve fallen in love with the wind, and you knew it 
even while you were falling. 

She had no complaints coming, and accepted it. The 
choice had been hers every step of the way. Rio hadn’t 
wanted to be her lover. 

Hope. Tell me to stop. I didn’t want to hurt you! I 
don’t have any past, any future, any present. Hope, I 
don’t— 

Then she had kissed him, wanted him, and he had 
given her all he could. It was more than any other man 
had given her: tenderness and fierce passion, serenity 
and wild ecstasy. She wouldn’t throw Rio’s gift in his: 
face and say that it wasn’t enough. He would blame 
himself. She knew it as certainly as she knew she loved 
him. 

Are you cruel enough to make him hate himself? 
Hope asked herself harshly. /s that your idea of loving 
him? . 

After a few moments Hope straightened her shoul- 
ders and went back to grooming Aces with smooth mo- 
tions of her arm. It wasn’t long before she saddled the 
mare, led her out of the corral, and mounted swiftly, 
before Rio could help her, touch her. 

Side by side the two horses loped along the dirt 
road. The wind blew fitfully, tearing puffs of dust from 
the land. 
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Rio kept glancing over at Hope, quick looks that 
were hidden within the shadow of his hat brim. Back 
at the corral he had seen intense unhappiness on her 
face. He had wanted to go to her, to hold her, to assure 
her that everything would be all right, that he would 
protect her from whatever she feared. 

And then he had seen her gather herself, shaking off 
whatever had clawed at her. 

He didn’t know what had happened, or why. He only 
knew that for a moment Hope had been sliced open all 
the way to her soul. 

He understood what that kind of pain was like, how 
unexpected it could be, how devastating. So he watched 
her, reassuring himself that she was truly all right. 

Hope caught the indigo flash of Rio’s glance and 
turned, smiling at him for a moment before she looked 
back over the velvet-shadowed hills glowing in the 
early sunlight. The peace of the morning and the rhyth- 
mic beat of hooves were like a benediction to her 
grieving soul. 

Rio’s eyes followed her glance. He was accustomed 
to such sunrises, such silence—but this time Hope was 
with him, sharing the quiet and the compelling land. 
Like the dawn itself, she had a quiet that pleasured 
him. Other women he had known were hurt or fright- 
ened by his silence. They had demanded that he take 
their emotional temperature with constant conversa- 
tion. He had hated that, hated being with someone so 
shallow that she changed temperature with each of his 
silences. 

Leaning over, Rio ran his fingertip down the line of 
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Hope’s jaw. She looked at him and smiled, her eyes al- 
most golden in the rich morning light. 

Hunger and something more powerful moved 
through him, something indescribable, as though a 
spring was pushing up from his soul and lapping gen- 
tly outward, sweet water bringing life to everything 
that thirsted. Gently he touched Hope again, as though 
to reassure himself that she was real and he was real 
and the moment itself was real. 


The two horses walked into the thick shadows slanting 
from Wind Canyon’s broad mouth. In this place there 
was a long exhalation of air, an almost intangible stir- 
ring of the atmosphere that was always more apparent 
here than at any other canyon mouth on the ranch. It 
was as though something immense slept, and in sleep- 
ing, sighed deeply. 

Hope glanced up the canyon where the old wagon 
road began to snake up into the heights. She grimaced 
and looked away, grateful that Rio hadn’t wanted to go 
all the way to the abandoned mine. 

“What are we looking for?” she asked. 

“Nothing we can see.” 

She gave him a sideways glance. “That’s going to 
make it difficult, isn’t it?” 

Rio tugged his hat more firmly around his head and 
almost smiled. “Look at Eagle Peak.” 

Dutifully Hope looked at the ragged mountain that 
had dominated the skyline of all her childhood mornings. 

‘What do you see?” he asked. 
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“Rock. Lots of it.” 

“Close your eyes. You'll see more that way.” 

She looked at him for an instant. Then she closed 
her eyes. 

“Remember that sandwich we talked about?” he 
asked. 

“The torn-up one with waterproof bread?” 

“That’s the one. Now, imagine the sandwich is 
whole. Imagine that it’s slanted up toward the sky at a 
fairly shallow angle.” 

“Umm.” 

Rio looked at Hope. Her eyes were closed, her lashes 
almost black against her golden skin. He remembered 
the intriguing softness of her eyelashes against his lips, 
the scent of her when he rested his cheek between her 
breasts, and the heady taste of her passion. 

Impatiently he yanked his wandering thoughts back 
to aquifers and Eagle Peak. 

‘Now, that peak is like a party sandwich with all 
kinds of fancy layers,” he said. “Rocks like granite, 
quartzite, and slate are the waterproof strata. The meat 
of the sandwich is limestone laid down in ancient seas. © 
The limestone doesn’t vary much in thickness here, but 
the surrounding layers do. Granite intrusions can be 
only a few inches thick in some places, and hundreds 
or thousands of feet deep in others.” 

Hope frowned, eyes still closed as she visualized a 
rather lumpy, disorganized sandwich. “Then how do 
you know where to sink the well? If you start where 
granite is thousands of feet thick, you’Il never get any- 
thing but worn-out drill bits and dry holes.” 
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‘“That’s why you go to the Colorado School of Mines 
and get a master’s degree in hydrology,” he said dryly. 
“Tt gives you a fighting chance of guessing right.” 

Her eyes flew open as she understood what he was 
saying. At some time in his past he had earned a mas- 
ter’s degree from one of the foremost centers for the 
study of applied geology in the United States. 

Hope watched Rio intently, hoping he would tell her 
more about himself, but he didn’t seem to notice. He was 
looking at Eagle Peak with trained eyes that saw through 
the mixed layers of rock to the chance of water beneath. 

“Not much limestone shows through on this side of 
the mountains,” he said. “That’s probably why your 
geologist gave up.” 

Silently Rio added, That and the fact that his grand- 
father wasn’t a Zuni shaman who taught a wild kid to 
be so still that he could feel clouds condensing around 
distant peaks and water flowing in the earth far be- 
neath his feet. 

‘‘He was real sure there wasn’t any water,’ Hope said. 

“He might be right. But there’s limestone in those 
mountains. It shows high up in the most deeply eroded 
peaks over on the dry side of the Perdidas. Because 
limestone weathers away faster than other strata, it un- 
dermines the layers of rock that cover it. They crumble 
and collapse until the exposed limestone is all but 
buried by slides of harder stone.” 

Though Rio was looking up at the rugged moun- 
tains, she sensed that his focus was inward, deep down 
where knowledge, experience, and instinct arranged 
and rearranged the possibilities of the layers of rock. 
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‘The limestone I saw could be just fragments of a stra- 
tum that has long since dissolved away,’ he said. “Or it 
could be the tip of an aquifer that’s thousands of feet thick 
and has been soaking up water for millions of years.” 

Her breath came in quickly and stayed, filling her 
until she ached. The thought of so much water waiting 
beneath her feet was almost unbearable. 

“Ts it?” she asked, her voice hungry, yearning. “Is | 
there a layer of limestone filled with water for the Val- 
ley of the Sun, just waiting to be discovered?” 


Twenty 


RIO DISMOUNTED AND looked up at Hope. “That’s 
why we rode to Wind Canyon,” he said simply. ““To de- 
cide if it’s worth the gamble of drilling here.” 

“How will you do that?” 

He hesitated, not wanting to explain what he didn’t 
understand himself; he simply accepted. He had al- 
ready done everything he could using conventional 
knowledge of geology and hydrology. He had nar- 
rowed the search to three possible sites. Of the three, 
Wind Canyon was by far the most likely. 

Now he would walk the land, letting its silent mes- 
Sages seep into him. He would wait deep within himself, 
hoping to feel the rippling echo of water flowing beneath 
his feet. It was like tiny currents of electricity whispering 
through him, telling him that something different lay be- 
neath his feet. Often the feeling was so subtle that it was 
easy to miss. Silence was required, silence and an inner 
stillness that had to come from his whole mind. 
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White men called what he was doing water witching 
or dowsing, and claimed not to believe in it. Despite 
that, many western wells had been found by men or 
women carrying peeled forked sticks that quivered and 
dipped in the presence of hidden water. His grand- 
father had called Rio’s gift the breath of the Great 
Spirit. 

Rio didn’t call it anything at all. He accepted it, just 
as he accepted the color of his hair and the number of 
his fingers. 

“Experience,” he said finally, handing Dusk’s rein to 
Hope. He loosened the saddle cinch with a few expert 
tugs. “That’s how I decide. If the land feels right, I 
drill.” 

“And if it doesn’t?” 

“T move on until I find water or there’s nowhere left 
to look.” 

He unbuckled the deep saddlebags he always 
brought with him and reached inside. After a moment 
he pulled out a pair of scarred hiking boots. Sitting on 
a convenient rock, he kicked off his cowboy boots and 
pulled on the others. 

“T learned when I was young to trust my instincts,” 
Rio said, quickly lacing up and tying the boots. “My 
grandfather was a good teacher.” 

She wanted to ask more questions, but Rio was al- 
ready walking slowly away. He moved over the rocky 
canyon floor like a man looking for a faded trail. She 
sensed that it wasn’t the dry surface of the ground he 
was concentrating on, but something else, something 
indescribable. 
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I learned when I was young to trust my instincts. 

Silently Hope dismounted and loosened the cinch on 
her saddle. After a short search she found a flat, sun- 
washed rock to sit on. She didn’t know how long he 
would be walking the land, but she sensed he didn’t 
want any distractions. 

In the cool hours of early morning, the sun felt good. 
Knees tucked under her chin, arms wrapped around her 
legs, Hope watched the man she loved move over the 
land like an intelligent wind. 

With slow strides Rio quartered the mouth of the 
canyon. Several miles wide, jumbled at the center with 
debris from thousands of flash floods, the canyon 
mouth was more like the lip of an outwash plain than 
a true canyon. The soil was so coarse and stony that lit- 
tle grew there. Water coming down from the heights 
simply sank into the millions of spaces between the 
rocks and disappeared before the thirsty roots of plants 
could soak it up. 

Hope watched Rio and remembered that her father 
had tried drilling a well in a canyon mouth similar to this 
one. He had drilled down hundreds of feet deeper than 
his deepest existing well before he gave up and admitted 
that there was no end to the dry, loose, rocky soil. 

That was when he had decided to drill where her 
namesake well was now. He had struck groundwater 
and had prayed that his water worries were over. 

It hadn’t turned out that way. 

With a weary gesture Hope readjusted her hat to 
shade her eyes against the changing angle of the sun. 
Thinking about her father scraped at her emotions, yet 
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every time she thought of water she couldn’t help 
thinking of him. 

She loved the land. 

She had loved her father. 

And the land she loved had killed him. He had 
worked himself to death trying to get around the stony 
reality of a retreating water table. It was as though he 
believed if he just worked hard enough, long enough, 
faithfully enough, water would return to the land. 

With each summer’s visit to the ranch, Hope had 
seen her father grow older, more tired, more unbending 
in his determination to make the ranch become what it 
once had been—alive. 

Within a year of her eighteenth birthday he had a 
stroke, followed by pneumonia. Hope, her mother, and 
her sister had visited him in the small hospital, sitting 
beside his bed, listening to him fight for breath. At 
least Hope and her mother had sat and listened; Julie 
had been terrified of the broken, white-haired old man 
who had taken the place of the strong father of her 
memories. 

His death had increased Julie’s terror and her 
mother’s hatred of the land. Only the fact that her fa- 
ther had willed his half of the ranch to Hope kept her 
mother from selling it. 

. Instead, her mother had abandoned the Valley of the 
Sun, leaving Mason to live alone amid the wreckage of 
sO many dreams. 

Hope had come back as often as she could, but the 
demands of providing for her mother, her sister, her- 
self, and the ranch had meant long hours of modeling. 
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Rarely could she afford to leave Los Angeles to come 
home to the land she missed with an intensity that 
would have shocked the people she worked with, peo- 
ple who thought she was cold because she didn’t share 
their zest for weekend romances and frequent lovers. 

Before Hope was twenty her mother had died. Ac- 
cording to the accident report, she lost control of her 
car and crashed into a cement freeway overpass. 

Hope knew the explanation wasn’t that neat, that 
easy. Her mother hadn’t wanted to live. Even Julie’s 
iridescent smile and feverish pursuit of the perfect 
lover hadn’t been able to sink through her mother’s 
grief for her dead husband. 

In the end only Hope’s silent, enduring love of the 
land had touched her mother. She left the ranch to 
Hope, asking only that Julie receive half of the profits. 

There hadn’t been any profits. Not during the two 
years that it took for Julie to kill herself with drugs and 
despair, not in the four years since then. The only 
money that came to the Valley of the Sun came by way 
of Los Angeles and the Sharon Morningstar Modeling 
Agency. 

Hope had lived in L.A. until she couldn’t stand it 
any longer. Then she had packed up and returned to the 
land she loved more than anything else. She had told 
herself that she had saved enough money to do every- 
thing—meet daily ranch expenses, pay off back taxes, 
and even drill a new well if it came to that. 

She hadn’t thought it would. There had been dry 
years before. They had always passed before all the 
wells failed. It would be the same this time. 
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It hadn’t been the same. 

In January of this year she had been forced to take 
out a second mortgage at high interest rates. She had 
told herself that it would be all right, that once she 
found a good well, the second mortgage could be rene- 
gotiated on the basis of the ranch’s greatly increased 
production. 

But she hadn’t found a well. She had spent thou- 
sands of dollars on surveys and geologists. They had 
told her there wasn’t any water to be found on the Val- 
ley of the Sun. 

She hadn’t believed them. 

She couldn’t. It would be the end of her dream. 

Stffly Hope shifted on the unyielding surface of her 
rock and wondered how long she had sat there, think- 
ing of a past she couldn’t change and a future she 
couldn’t control. She was all but numb. 

Gingerly she slid off the rock and stretched. Dusk 
flicked an ear in her direction, snorted softly, and re- 
turned to her three-legged doze. Aces had her head up, 
ears pricked forward, watching something. Hope 
turned to see what had caught the mare’s interest. 

After a moment she saw Rio walking along the 
southern edge of the canyon, where rock crumbled and 
rattled down the slopes onto the dry, furrowed land 
below. As she watched, he began yet another zigzag 
across the mile-wide canyon floor. Soon a small fold in 
the land hid him as he worked his way up the broad 
canyon. 

Hope tightened the cinch on Aces, mounted, and 
grabbed Dusk’s rein. She rode farther into the canyon, 
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passing Rio far enough away not to disturb him, and 
chose a piece of higher ground to wait on. Up here 
nothing would get in the way of watching him while he 
zigzagged slowly toward her, searching for water hid- 
den deep beneath the dry surface of the land. 

As morning blended seamlessly into afternoon, 
Hope shifted position many times, riding Aces and 
leading the patient Dusk on a slow retreat up the 
canyon. Rio followed silently, quartering the land with 
extraordinary patience. 

The climbing sun brought first warmth, then a sur- 
prising autumn heat to the canyon floor. Drowsiness 
turned Hope’s bones to sand. She found a wide, shal- 
low bowl of land set apart from the canyon floor. 
Quickly she took out the obvious rocks, spread an old 
quilt, and fell asleep beneath the sun’s golden caress. 

She dreamed of Rio, a river flowing through the 
landscape of her love. She awoke to a kiss as sweet as 
spring water, as warm as sunlight. 

“Wake up, my beautiful dreamer,’ Rio murmured 
against her lips. 

“But the dream was so lovely.” 

“What was it?” 

“It was you, Rio. You and a well and water flowing. 
All of life in a single dream.” 

Unable to speak, he held her face between his hands. 

She watched as sunlight struck his eyes, turning 
them into blue-black gems. His eyelashes were thick, 
utterly black, like his hair burning darkly beneath the 
sun. She looked up at him and knew beyond any doubt 
that he had been right—she was a one-man woman, 


¢ 


278 ELIZABETH LOWELL 


and Rio was that man. Whether he was with her or 
thousands of miles away, she wouldn’t change. 

When he left he would take her love. While he was 
here she would take from him what he could give. And 
she would pray that part of what he gave her was his 
child. 

He kissed her very gently, as though she was a 
dream he was afraid to awaken. Reluctantly he lifted 
his head. 

“You're so beautiful to me,’ he said. “Even more 
beautiful than your name. Hope.” 

Sunlight brought out both the gold and the green in 
her hazel eyes, and the love. 

He kissed her dark, soft lashes and then stood up 
swiftly, not trusting himself to touch her any longer. 
Since he had seen her asleep on the faded quilt, he had 
thought of nothing but the ecstasy that waited for him 
deep within her loving body. 

“Lunchtime,” he said huskily. He went to Aces, 
pulled the sandwiches and canteen from the saddle- 
bags, and went back to Hope. “Ham or roast beef?” he 
asked. 

“Yes,” she said, stretching. 

He hesitated, then smiled crookedly. “You are a 
dreamer if you think you get both sandwiches.” 

“Two?” she yelped. “You mean you only made two 
sandwiches?” 

“Well, after all that breakfast .. “’ He shrugged. 

She looked at him in a silence that was broken by 
her rumbling stomach. He glanced sideways at her, 
chuckled, and put two sandwiches in front of her. 
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‘No, you need it more than I do,” she said hastily, 
trying to give the lunch back to him. “You’re the one 
who’s doing all the work.” 

He let her put the sandwiches in front of him. Then 
he pulled two more sandwiches from the lunch bag and 
waited. It didn’t take two seconds. With an indignant 
sound she snatched back her sandwiches and ignored 
his laughter. Muttering about men who had been out in 
the sun too long, she bit into the yeasty bread. 

Both of them ate quickly, sipping coffee from a 
shared canteen. In the end she could eat only half of 
what Rio had given to her. Smiling to himself, he 
wrapped up half of the remaining sandwich and put it 
back into the bag. He ate the other half. 

Despite the coffee and the nap, Hope felt sleepy. She 
yawned and stretched. 

“Bored?” he asked quietly. 

Startled, she blinked. Bored? With Rio so close and 
the ranch she loved all around her? She shook her 
head. “Just content.” 

Poure?’ 

‘Have I missed something?” she asked, puzzled. 

“It seems like every time you come with me, either 
I talk your ear off about geology or I don’t say much at 
all about anything.” He watched her intently. “I just 
thought you might be bored.” 

Speechless, she simply stared at him for a moment, 
thinking that he must be teasing her the way he had 
with the sandwiches. Then she realized that he was se- 
rious. 

“Up at Pifion Camp,” she said, “you shared your vi- 
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sions of this land with me. I saw miracles. Continents 
moved and range after range of mountains rose from 
beneath the sea. There was water everywhere, good 
water, lakes gleaming beneath the sky, forests growing 
tall and thick against the mountains, snowfields and 
glaciers blazing on the rocky heights.” 

She smiled helplessly, unable to explain what she 
was feeling. He was so silent, watching her. Doesn’t he 
believe me? Didn’t he hear when I said I loved him? 
Slowly, deliberately, she framed his tanned face with 
her hands. 

“Rio, I’ve never been more excited and yet at peace 
with anyone or anything, not even the Valley of the 
Sun. Today I watched you move over the land, search- 
ing, listening.” She hesitated, then continued softly, 
sadly. “You’re like a... a brother to the wind. Be- 
longing to nothing, seeing everything, knowing things 
about the land that no one else does.” 

The words struck Rio with the force of an explosion, 
shaking him. Somehow Hope knew the name that no 
one else had ever spoken aloud but his grandfather, and 
then only once, when he gave Rio his name during a 
ceremony conducted in a place few men had ever seen. 

“You see too much,’ Rio said savagely. 

He felt naked before the clarity of Hope’s vision. He 
surged to his feet and strode away from her, farther up 
the narrowing canyon, shutting her out. Then he real- 
ized the unfairness of what he had done and struggled 
to control the emotions that were reducing him to re- 
flex and impulse. His grandfather had always told him 
to listen, to hold himself utterly still and Jisten with 
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every bit of himself. In time, understanding would 
come. 

So Rio stood motionless, /istening as he never had 
before. 

He heard only Hope’s love for him in every word, 
every gesture, every look. There was nothing else, no 
desire to cage the wind, to break him like a wild horse, 
to change him into a man who would be more com- 
fortable to love. 

Like the wind itself, she asked nothing of him. 

And like the land itself, she gave everything in re- 
turn. 

Tension flowed out of Rio, leaving him both at 
peace and alive in a way he had never known before. 
He turned and walked back toward Hope. With each 
step he sensed the warm fall of sunlight, the subtle 
murmuring of the wind, the power of his own body, 
and the gritty whisper of the land beneath his feet. 

It was a hard land, an honest land, a miraculous land 
with a million million yesterdays and more tomorrows 
than a man could count, a land where rains came and 
sank into stone until strange rivers seeped through the 
fossil remains of ancient seas. 

The years peeled away until he was thirteen again, 
light-headed from ceremonial fasting and shivering 
with cold. It hadn’t mattered. Nothing had been real to 
him then but the presence of buried water like gentle 
electric shocks against the soles of his bare feet. 

It was the same here, now. 

Water within the stone, water’s ghostly presence tin- 
gling up through him with each step until he stood 
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transfixed, not able to take another step. Incredible cur- 
rents sang through him, making him want to throw 
back his head to the sky and shout, but he had no voice. 
He had only the certainty of ancient water running 
black and sweet and deep beneath his feet. 

Hope had seen Rio turn and walk back toward her, 
had seen him slow, then stop. The absolute stillness of 
his body screamed that something was wrong. 

“Rio!” she called, scrambling to her feet. 

He didn’t answer. 

She ran across the canyon bottom toward him until 
she could see the expression on his face. She stopped 
as though she had run up against a cliff. 

“Rio?” she asked softly. 

His eyes opened. They were almost as black as the 
water buried deep beneath the earth. 

She walked toward him, touched him, and trembled. 
It was as though the ground had shifted beneath her 
feet. 

He saw her knees buckle and his arms swept out, 
pulling her close, supporting her. He kissed her while 
the land whispered its secrets to him, to her, water 
singing to both of them from deep within the earth. 

Then he gave to her what he had given to no other 
person. 

“My true name is Brother-to-the-wind.” 
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MASON SLAMMED THE truck door and held out his arms 
to Hope. “Honey, you should have called me sooner! I’d 
have come back right after Thanksgiving instead of sitting 
around on my dead end stuffing my face with leftovers.” 

Laughing, Hope ran down the front steps and 
hugged him, burying her face in his red flannel shirt. 
He smelled of wool and cold and the awful pipe he 
never smoked around her. She loved all of it, for it 
meant that he was here again, ready to laugh and tease 
and share the Valley of the Sun with her. 

“T wanted you to have a real vacation,’ she said. 
“You haven’t had one in years.” 

“But the well—” 

“You came back in time to help me set up the rig,” 
Rio interrupted. “I didn’t really need you until now.” 

Mason looked over Hope’s shoulder at the tall, dark 
man filling the doorway to the house. As Mason and 
Hope climbed up the steps, he gave Rio a sideways look. 
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“Heard in town you had some trouble with Turner,” 
Mason muttered. 

Hope stiffened, remembering the ugly look on 
Turner’s face when he stalked her through her kitchen. 

Gently Rio’s hand stroked over her hair, reassuring 
her with his touch. Without thinking, she turned her 
head so that her lips brushed against his palm. 

Mason saw the gesture, understood everything that 
hadn’t been said, and frowned. 

Deliberately Rio put his arm around Hope and drew 
her against his side. ““Turner won’t be back. He knows 
that Hope is my woman.” 

Mason’s faded green eyes focused on Hope. “Honey?” 

“Yes, I’m Rio’s woman.” She searched Mason’s 
eyes, remembering what he had said about Rio. Tem- 
porary man. “Don’t be angry.” 

“Angry? Shoot!” Grinning, Mason held out his hand 
to Rio. “Welcome home, son. It’s about time you found 
a good woman and settled down. And God never made 
no better woman than Hope.” 

She started to protest, to explain that Rio hadn’t meant 
that kind of belonging, home and children and forever. 

Rio tilted her face up to his and kissed her lightly on 
the lips, stilling the protest he saw forming. 

“I know,” he said softly. 

The words could have been an answer to Mason’s 
praise of Hope or to her silent protest. 

“This calls for a drink,’ Mason said happily. 

He strode into the house and went directly to the 
old-fashioned walnut bar cabinet that stood at one end 
of the living room. 
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‘None of that city bubbly, neither. Rye,’ Mason an- 
nounced. 

Hope and Rio smiled as the old man pulled a bottle 
out of the bar, opened it, and inhaled with appreciation. 
He pulled out three cut-crystal whiskey glasses, exam- 
ined them critically for dust, and poured a splash of 
amber liquid into each. He handed out two glasses and 
held the third high. 

“To the both of you,” Mason said, his voice husky. 

Hope touched her glass against Mason’s, making 
crystal ring triumphantly. She turned to Rio—and the 
searching intensity of his look made her knees buckle 
as they had in Wind Canyon when she had sensed the 
certainty of water coursing through him. Through her. 
Her hand trembled, sending tiny shivers through the 
potent whiskey. 

Rio’s glass rang sweetly against hers, then against 
Mason’s. 

She wanted to reassure Rio that he didn’t have to 
- worry about her, that what had happened between 
them was her choice, her joy, her dream. But Mason 
was there, smiling like a man who had just stumbled 
onto the golden end of a rainbow. So she simply 
looked at Rio, telling him silently what she couldn’t 
say in front of Mason. 

Brother-to-the-wind, I love you. All of you. The easy 
and the difficult and everything in between. 

Watching Rio over the brilliant crystal rim of her 
glass, she sipped the potent whiskey. 

He watched her in turn, open to every shift of emotion 
across her face. The taste of rye swept across his tongue, 
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exploded in his mouth, but it wasn’t nearly as potent as 
the love he saw in Hope’s eyes. He touched his glass to 
hers again. Then he bent and kissed her slowly, listening 
to her as though she was an unknown country whose se- 
crets he was only beginning to explore. 

“Guess I better dust off my go-to-town suit,’ Mason 
said smugly. “How much time I got?” 

Hope smiled up at him from within the curve of 
Rio’s arm. “For what?” she asked. 

“To git geared up for your wedding.” His tone of 
voice said that he thought she had better sense than to 
ask such a silly question. 

‘“There’s no rush.” Hope’s voice was calm and very 
final, an unmistakable verbal NO TRESPASSING sign. 

Mason had considered himself Hope’s honorary fa- 
ther for too long to pay any attention to the warning. 
His heavy gray eyebrows levered up almost to his hair- 
line. 

“What are you talking about, gal? I want my grand- 
kids born proper!” 

Hope felt Rio’s tension in the sudden hardness of his 
arm around her shoulders. 

“Mason,” he said in a soft, inflexible voice, “leave it 
alone.” 

For a moment there was an electric tension in the 
room. The old man’s mouth opened, then closed hard 
and tight. The narrowing of Rio’s dark eyes and the flat 
line of his mouth were as much a warning as his voice 
had been. Only a foolish man would ignore the signals 
of Rio’s anger, and Mason’s mama hadn’t raised any 
fools. 
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The old man looked at Hope with swift concern. 
Being Rio’s woman was not the same as being Rio’s 
future wife. The shadows in her beautiful eyes told him 
that she knew it, and had accepted it. 

Anger surged through Mason, shaking him. She’s 
giving herself to a man that don’t appreciate her. 

On the heels of rage came a tumble of confused 
thoughts. Mason shook his head as though to settle his 
mind. 

It don’t make sense. Rio ain’t no drunken buck that 
can’t keep his pants zipped. Rio wouldn’t touch a 
woman like Hope unless he cared about her in a per- 
manent sort of way. 

He just don’t know it yet, that’s all. He’ll smarten up 
quick enough. 

Mason sighed and hoped it would be soon. 

Real soon. 

“You be right careful of Hope,’ he said quietly, 
looking Rio straight in the eye. “That woman’s worth 
more than you and me put together.” 

In silence Mason tossed back the rest of his rye, put 
the bottle away, and went out to the truck to bring in 
the supplies he had picked up in town. 

“Don’t be angry,’ she said quickly, softly, to Rio. 
‘“He’s all the family I have.” 

Rio bit back on the emotions that had exploded when 
Mason turned on Hope: J want my grandkids born 
proper. 

He wondered if Mason would feel better knowing 
that Hope had gone into the affair with her eyes wide 
open. There wouldn’t be any children. No matter how 
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much she thought she loved him, she didn’t want her 
children born not white. 

“T’m not angry,” Rio said. 

And he wasn’t. He understood. He had understood 
before he turned eleven. 

Together Rio and Hope helped Mason carry in the 
sacks and boxes of food he had picked up in town. 
Without hampering Hope in any way, Rio made it clear 
that she wasn’t to lift, drag, shove, or otherwise disturb 
the heavy burlap bags of potatoes and rice, flour and 
beans, sugar and dried apples, and all the boxes of 
canned goods. 

Though she eyed the closed cartons, sacks of the - 
drilling lubricant everyone called “mud,” and bags of 
hardware that Rio had ordered for the drilling rig, she 
didn’t touch anything. He was ignoring them as though 
they didn’t exist. Mentally she shrugged and reached 
for a big sack of flour. 

Rio beat her to it. He hefted the sack over one shoul- 
der, gathered up a fifty-pound sack of potatoes with his 
other arm, and headed for the kitchen. She grabbed a 
bag of milk, butter, and cheese that was teetering on 
the edge of falling over and started after him. When 
she got back to the truck, she reached for a burlap bag 
of rice. 

“Tll get it,’ he said, lifting the slithery weight of the 
rice bag to his shoulder. Then, when she reached for 
more potatoes, he added, ““Mason’s going to drop one 
of those grocery bags.” 

She looked up, saw that he was indeed close to losing 
a bag full of fresh vegetables, and snatched it from him. 
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The next time she reached for something heavy, Rio 
picked it up before she could, even though he already 
had one bulging sack riding on his shoulder. 

“Rio,” she said in a reasonable tone, “I’ve been play- 
ing tug-of-war with fifty- and hundred-pound bags of 
food since I was twelve.” 

“Bet you lost, too.” 

She smiled reluctantly. “Well, my style leaves some- 
thing to be desired, but the job gets done just the 
same.” 

Rio shifted the heavy bags so that their weight was 
comfortably balanced on his shoulders. “Stand on tip- 
toe so I can kiss you.” 

As soon as Hope’s lips brushed his, he said, “We 
have a deal, woman. You dream for me and I'll haul 
mountains into the pantry for you.” 

Mason cleared his throat loudly from the doorway. 
“You know, them that don’t work don’t eat.” 

Laughing, Rio stole another kiss from Hope. 

Mason tried not to smile. Then he gave in and | 
grinned as broadly as a kid. He had never seen Rio so 
open, so... free. And Hope, well, Hope looked like 
she had swallowed the sun. 

Mason decided that he would stop worrying about 
wedding dates and Rio’s wandering past and Hope’s 
generous, vulnerable heart. A man would have to be 
stump-dumb and mule-stubborn to walk away from a 
woman like Hope. Rio was neither. 

While Hope sorted out vegetables at the kitchen 
counter, she listened to the good-natured ribbing Mason 
was giving Rio over some incident from his past. Relief 
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swept through her, and a rushing gratitude. She had 
been afraid that Mason wouldn’t accept the fact that she 
was Rio’s woman, period. No rings, no ceremony, no 
until-death-do-us-part. Mason hadn’t liked it, but he 
wasn’t holding a grudge. He loved both Rio and Hope. 

If she was lucky, she could give Mason one of his 
heart’s desires. She could have a baby for him to fuss 
and worry over, a child who would call him grandpa 
and pester him with endless questions about the past. 

If she was lucky. 

She hadn’t been lucky this month. After almost two 
weeks with Rio, her period had come with the regular- 
ity of the moon’s own cycle. But December would be 
coming soon. It would be different then. It had to be. 
She wouldn’t get many more chances. 

When the well came in, Rio would leave. 

She knew it as deeply as she knew that she wanted 
his child. Yet within her acceptance part of her cried: 
Why does he have to leave? What can he find out there 
that he can’t find on the Valley of the Sun? 

The questions had no answer, and no end to the ask- 
ing. They were still quivering in her mind when Rio 
shut the bedroom door behind him that night and took 
her in his arms. 

“I’m sorry, little dreamer,’ he said, stroking his 
hands down the line of her back. 

For a moment she stiffened, wondering if he had 
read her mind and knew that she was crying in silence 
over the future when he would leave. 

“Mason won’t lean on you again,” Rio said. “He un- 
derstands how it is between us.” 
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How can he? she asked silently. J don’t understand 
myself. But all she said aloud was, “I’m glad. Maybe 
he can explain it to me.” 

“What?” 

“You.” 

‘What don’t you understand?” 

“Why you'll leave.” 

Before Rio could speak, Hope kissed him long and 
hard, filling herself with his taste. 

‘Never mind,’ she whispered: against his lips. “It 
doesn’t matter. Understanding why won’t change any- 
thing, not really. I'll still love you and you’ll still leave 
me.’ 

“Hope, I—” 

‘“‘Brother-to-the-wind,’ she said over his words. 
“Love me while you’re here.” Her hands moved over 
his arms, his shoulders, his chest, and she shook with 
sudden hunger for him. “Love me now.” 

His hands tangled in her dark hair, tilting her head 
back so that she had to meet his eyes. What he saw 
shook him to his soul: grief and acceptance, passion 
and love. 

Most of all, love. She loved him as no one ever had, 
more than he had believed anyone could love. 

“Hope,” he said hoarsely, “I don’t want to hurt you. 
Please, don’t let me hurt you.” 

Her hands moved over his body, savoring the heat 
and power and arousal of him. She bit his lower lip 
with an exquisite sensuality she had learned from him. 

“Tm hurting now,’ she said huskily. “I want you so 
much I’m shaking. Can’t you feel it? I—” 
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The rest of her words were lost as his mouth came 
down on hers with a power that would have been 
painful if she hadn’t wanted him so badly. She shivered 
as his salt-sweet taste filled her mouth. Her hands 
kneaded down his back to his waist and then his hips, 
loving the lithe, flexed strength of him. Wanting to feel 
the smooth heat of his skin beneath her palms, she slid 
her fingers inside the waistband of his jeans. 

It wasn’t enough. 

He said something hot and dark as her fingers 
moved over his silver belt buckle, tugging on it. It 
didn’t open. She made a broken sound of frustration 
and pulled harder. The buckle stayed closed. 

“Damned stubborn thing,’ she muttered. “Reminds 
me of a certain water witch I know.” 

He laughed low in his throat and stepped back, peel- 
ing away his clothes until he stood naked before her. 

“Is this what you want?” he asked. “Is this—” 

His words broke off as she came to him, licking his 
lips with tiny strokes of her tongue, teasing him when 
he tried to capture her mouth. She moved against him, 
gently pushing him backward, inciting him with her 
sultry caresses and silky retreats. 

When he felt the bed against his legs, he sank down, 
pulling her after him. She slipped from his arms as her 
hands and mouth moved over his face, his shoulders, 
his chest. The hot, wet caress of her tongue made him 
wild. Hungrily he tried to unbutton her blouse, but she 
slid away again. 

“No,” she murmured, biting his nipple with exqui- 
site care. She sat up and her hands moved quickly, tak- 
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ing off her clothes, throwing them aside. “Let me 
dream you,’ she whispered, coming down beside him 
in a warm rush. “Let me. Dream.” 

At first Rio didn’t understand. Then she began to 
move over him like sunrise, warming everything she 
touched. And like sunrise, she touched everything. The 
pleasure of her hands was a sweet violence. The plea- 
sure of her mouth taking him was an ecstasy so great 
he couldn’t breathe. 

And still she dreamed him, creating him with each 
hot touch of her tongue, each shivering instant that she 
held him, dreaming and loving him equally, suspend- 
ing both of them in a timeless sensuality that ended 
only when he looked at her dreaming him and knew 
that he had to share both the dreaming and the dream 
or he would die. 

He reached for her, saying her name again and 
again, his voice as rough as his breathing. 

Her only answer was the intimate glide of her 
tongue over his aching flesh, her murmur as she tasted 
his hot essence. 

Suddenly the world spun and Hope found herself 
flattened beneath Rio’s weight. Her smile became a 
blaze of sensual anticipation. His smile was narrow 
and taut. Her elegant legs rubbed caressingly against 
him in mute demand that he fill her until she over- 
flowed. 

But it was his turn to dream, and hers to be dreamed, 
and he wouldn’t be denied one single instant of it. His 
hands and mouth moved over her like the wind, wrap- 
ping her in a sensual storm, taking her to the edge of 
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breaking and holding her there, shaking, holding him- 
self there with her, dreaming with a consuming passion 
he had never known before. 

When he finally sank into her, he drank her scream 
of pleasure with a deep kiss. They moved together as 
one, dream and dreamer, and neither knew who was 
dreamer or dream. 


Hope fell asleep locked tightly in Rio’s arms, her ques- 
tions abandoned because the answers no longer mat- 
tered. She was the land and he was a rain-bearing 
wind. Against that truth, no question or retreat was 
possible. 

She would stay, he would go, and love would be the 
empty sky stretched between them. 





Twenty-two 


1S 


“WAKE UP, DREAMER,” Rio said, nuzzling against the 
satin weight of Hope’s breast. “We’ve got a well to 
dig.” 

Her eyes opened. The first pale radiance of dawn 
was filling the room. She smiled at the hard-faced man 
who lay naked beside her. Sighing, she eased her hands 
into his thick, collar-length hair, savoring the feel of it 
against her sensitive skin. 

Deliberately he moved his head against her paims, 
increasing the pressure of her caress. The frank sensu- 
ality of his response sent visible shivers through her. 
Her breasts tightened and peaked, tempting him. She 
shifted her legs until they were tangled with his, ask- 
ing for the gift of his body. 

He kissed the dark rose tip of one breast and sank 
deeply into her, loving the feel of her sultry, welcoming 
heat. He moved slowly, slowly, nudging her from sleepi- 
ness into dreamlike arousal until she lifted and twisted 
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against him, but still he pushed her slowly, tenderly, ir- 
resistibly over the sensual edge. He savored his naked- 
ness inside her, shared the shivering, tugging, pulsing of 
her ecstasy, and then he put his face against her neck and 
gave himself to her in a long, unraveling release that was 
like nothing he had ever known with a woman before. 

For a time there was only silence and dawn and the 
warmth of their intimacy. Then Rio sighed and reluc- 
tantly separated himself from Hope. 

“Tl wait in the shower for you,” he said. 

After a few lazy minutes of wishing that Rio was 
still in bed with her, Hope went down the hall still half- 
asleep, lured by the sound of running water. When she 
stepped into the bathroom, he leaned out of the bathtub 
shower and watched while she wrapped her hair in a 
towel. He kissed her nose, nibbled on her lips, and 
pulled her into the shower with him. 

She yelped. The water had just barely begun to 
warm the pipes. “How can you stand it?” she asked 
through clenched teeth. 

“Keeps me out of trouble.” 

She slanted him a remembering kind of look. “Are 
you calling me trouble?” 

“Real quick this morning, aren’t you?” 

He gave her a kiss that made her forget the temper- 
ature of the water, handed her the soap, and got out of 
the shower before he started something they didn’t 
have time or privacy to finish properly. Mason had just 
come in downstairs and was banging pots in a wordless 
warning of his presence. 

Hope didn’t linger even though the water was getting 
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hotter with each passing second. She knew how eager 
Mason was to get out to the well site. And so was she. 

Today was the first day of December. More impor- 
tant, it was the first day of drilling. 

Part of her was like a kid at Christmas, half-wild to 
unwrap the biggest present and end the suspense. The 
rest of her was adult. She wanted the well. She must 
have it for the Valley of the Sun to survive. But when 
the well was dug, Rio would leave. 

She pushed the thought aside and soaped herself 
quickly. There was nothing she could do about the fu- 
ture except let it ruin the time she did have with him. 
She wasn’t going to do that. 

The smell of bacon and coffee drifted up the stairs 
to Hope. She pulled on clothes in a rush and went 
downstairs with the heedless speed of a child. 

“Morning, Mason,’ she said when she got to the 
kitchen. “What’s for breakfast?” 

‘What does your nose tell you?” 

“That you’ve been sucking on that horrible pipe.” 

He snickered as though they hadn’t said the same 
thing every morning for as long as he could remember. 

Rio handed her a steaming cup of coffee that was as 
black as his hair. Automatically she went to the 
screened porch and looked out at the dawn sky. 

Pure air, shimmering with light and color, absolutely 
empty of clouds. It was cold, too, the kind of dry cold 
that made the air shine like polished crystal. 

“No rain,” Mason said without looking up from the 
bacon. “This here drought is shaping up to be a real 
doozy.” He dragged a few crisp strips of bacon onto a 
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paper plate to drain. “How are the troughs holding 
out?” 

“Filled them yesterday,’ Rio said. 

He snitched a piece of bacon as soon as Mason’s 
back was turned. He took a big bite and fed the re- 
maining half to Hope. 

‘Saw that,’ Mason said without heat. “May be old, 
but I ain’t blind. You doing the eggs this morning, gal, 
or are you gonna eat whatever I take a notion to fry?” » 

Hastily she put down her cup of coffee and began 
cracking eggs into a pan. Very quickly everyone was 
sitting down to breakfast. As usual, silence reigned 
until the last bit of food was eaten. 

While Mason and Rio loaded lengths of pipe and 
five-gallon cans of water and fuel into the pickup, 
Hope raced through the kitchen, setting up everything 
for dinner. The three of them climbed into the front 
seat of the truck and headed for Wind Canyon. 

As soon as they turned off the main ranch road, the 
truck started shaking like a rough-gaited horse. The 
side road was nothing more than twin ruts that snaked 
over and around natural obstacles. It was better suited 
to horses than to vehicles, but as long as it didn’t rain, 
the four-wheel-drive pickup was more efficient for 
hauling people and supplies than a horse and wagon. 

Both excited and content, Hope sat quietly between 
the two men she loved. From time to time she watched 
Rio from under her eyelashes, admiring the strong 
masculine lines of his face and the midnight-blue clar- 
ity of his eyes. 

He caught one of her looks, took his hand off the 
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wheel long enough to trace the line of her cheek with 
a gentle knuckle, and then concentrated on the rugged 
road again. 

Mason smiled to himself. Rio had never been an 
outgoing and affectionate kind of man, yet he rarely 
had his hands off Hope for more than a few minutes. It 
wasn’t just her female parts he was after, either. He 
touched her hair, her cheek, her hand, her arm. It was 
a man’s way of saying without words that he liked 
being with a woman. And she sure liked being with 
him. It showed in her smile, her eyes watching him, her 
complete ease with a man that lots of folks were un- 
comfortable around. 

In all, Mason was planning on a January wedding. 
February at the latest. 

Blissfully unaware of Mason’s thoughts, Hope 
leaned lightly against Rio and watched the land unfold. 
Wind Canyon looked different to her now. Instead of 
being a dry, nearly useless piece of the ranch’s history, 
it was the leading edge of the Valley of the Sun’s fu- 
ture. To Hope, in Wind Canyon the air was cleaner, the 
sun brighter, the sage more silver, and the mountains a 
beautiful, jumbled treasure house whose riddle her 
lover had solved. 

Rio saw the excitement on Hope’s face and wanted 
to warn her again that he couldn’t guarantee a success- 
ful well. 

There was water here, no doubt about it. Water that 
had fallen on the mountaintops and transformed lime- 
stone into a huge, unlikely sponge. Water that had sunk 
gradually into the limestone and moved through it at a 
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pace that made a glacier look like a racehorse. Water 
pulled by gravity and pushed by the increasing weight 
of each season’s rain sinking down until the aquifer be- 
came a solid river under tremendous pressure, millions 
upon millions of acre-feet of pure cold liquid waiting 
to pour out once the waterproof stratum over it was 
broken by a drill bit. 

Water that had flowed for a million years and would 
flow for a million years more. 

Yes, the water was here. He could still remember its 
presence tingling up through his body. But how far 
down? And how much hard rock was between the 
limestone and the surface of the earth? 

How much hard luck waited, too? 

He knew very well the kinds of incidents that 
plagued drilling. Broken drill bits and tools dropped 
into the drilling hole. Injury caused by carelessness or 
exhaustion or both. Water discovered, but too little to 
do any good. 

Then there was the weather. Wells, especially in the 
West, rarely came in convenient places. Wind Canyon 
was no different. Remote. Rough. Unforgiving. If it 
rained too much, it would be almost impossible to sup- 
ply the drilling site. Then Rio would have to shut down 
until it dried out. 

Hope didn’t have enough money to carry the ranch 
through those kinds of delays. 

At least rain didn’t seem to be a problem for a while, 
but the rest of the hard-luck list couldn’t be shrugged 
off. The only way to find out how far down the water 
lay was to drill until you hit it. If you ran out of time, 
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money, luck, or guts before you brought in a well, you 
had your answer—the water was too damned far down. 

It was the time factor that ate most deeply into Rio’s 
confidence. He had worked as little as a week drilling 
a successful well and he had worked for months on 
hard-luck, hard-rock holes. 

Though Hope hadn’t said anything herself, Mason 
had quietly told Rio that the second mortgage was due 
January fifteenth. She insisted that she had the money to 
pay off the second mortgage and still keep the ranch 
alive, but Rio knew that Hope’s resources were very 
limited. 

He was haunted by the idea of her pouring every- 
thing she had into a useless hole in the ground, a hole 
he had chosen and encouraged her to dig. 

Rio hoped that the aquifer was close to the surface, 
but every bit of his education and instinct told him that 
the water was down, way down, right at the breaking 
point of money, luck, and nerve. 

The pickup bucked and slithered and crabbed up 
Wind Canyon’s rocky bottom. Before Mason had 
come back from his sister-in-law’s home, Rio had used 
the pickup’s winch to pull out sage clumps, pifion, and 
juniper. In the end he had managed to hammer out a 
rough track that allowed the pickup truck to get up into 
the canyon. The track would turn to glue and quick- 
sand with the first real rains, but there wasn’t time or 
money to build a better road. 

If Rio had to, he would camp out here and bring sup- 
plies in on horseback. He had slept in worse places in 
the past. He would sleep in worse places in the future. 
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When you were drilling wells, comfort wasn’t on the 
list of necessary supplies. 

He parked the pickup beside the stark angles of the 
old derrick he would use as a drilling tower. Small, bat- 
tered, rusted, the derrick wasn’t much to look at. But it 
was sturdy. He had used it at some god-awrful sites, 
places where even a professional optimist would have 
laughed at the thought of water. 

That ugly old derrick had brought in well after well. 

The other drilling machinery he had to work with 
wasn’t any more impressive than the derrick. He had 
built this rig from cannibalized parts of other rigs that 
had been tossed away and forgotten in Hope’s barn, 
plus equipment he had scrounged in countless other 
barns during his travels around the West. The new 
pieces Hope had bought to make it all fit together stood 
out like dimes on a dirt floor, making everything else 
look even more shabby by comparison. 

“Good thing this ain’t no beauty contest,’ Mason 
said, climbing down out of the truck. “We’d lose sure 
as God made little green apples.” 

Rio’s only answer was a grunt as he carried supplies 
out of the truck and over to the drill site. 

Even though the three of them worked quickly, it 
seemed like forever to Hope before everything was in 
place and Rio was ready to start drilling. She all but 
danced with impatience when he started up the engine 
that would drive the drill. The sudden explosion of 
sound was shocking in the canyon’s sunny silence. 

When Rio saw Hope flinch at the racket, he went over 
to her and said loudly, “You get used to it after a while.” 
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“Yes,” she retorted. “It’s called going deaf.” 

He laughed and his long arms reached out, lifting 
her up level with him. “Give me a kiss for luck and 
then go over to the board and throw the number-one 
switch.” 

Eyes sparkling with excitement, Hope wrapped her 
arms around Rio and gave him a kiss that made him 
ache to be alone with her. Everything about her called 
out to him—her sensual riches, her serene silences, her 
determination, her intelligence. 

Hope felt the same way about Rio. She loved being 
close to him, talking with him, being silent with him. 
He was a river flowing through her, bringing life to 
everything he touched. 

Slowly, hungrily, Rio let Hope slide down his body. 
Reluctantly he opened his arms and let go of her. 

She took a broken breath, feeling almost disori- 
ented. Then she shook herself and went to the board at- 
tached to the derrick. Lights, dials, switches, gauges, 
and a tangle of wires took the pulse and temperature of 
the drilling equipment. She located the number-one 
switch and looked over her shoulder at Rio. 

He was standing braced, leather-gloved hands 
steadying the mechanism that controlled the alloy drill 
bit. He looked up at her and nodded. 

Her hand swept down and power surged into the 
drill. 

The bit turned rapidly, making an odd, high noise. 
Then it touched the ground, biting into it with a grat- 
ing sound. The soil was alluvial, loose. It wasn’t long 
before the drill vanished, pulling pipe after it. 
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Rio looked up from the drill, smiled quickly, and 
gave the board a swift, casual glance. He didn’t really 
need to look at gauges and dials to know that every- 
thing was working properly. He went by the sound of 
the engine, the vibration of the drill, the feel of the 
equipment. 

He knew that the first part of drilling would be the 
fastest, the easiest, and the most rewarding work right 
up until the instant water was struck. Other than the oc- 
casional huge boulder, the bit wouldn’t have to chew 
through anything hefty until it reached an underlying 
layer of hard rock. 

Out on the plains, bedrock could be thousands of 
feet down, buried under millions of years of debris 
from the highlands. But here, in the canyon, gravity 
and regular flash floods carried away much of the 
loose soil. 

The well itself would be beyond the reach of those 
seasonal floods. Rio had begun drilling in a shallow 
bowl above the canyon floor. Forty extra feet of 
drilling was a small price to pay for a well that would 
survive the winter floods. 

After an hour or two, Hope told herself that it was 
foolish for her to stand around and watch pipe disap- 
pear. She should go back to the ranch, get on Aces, and 
check on the range cattle that were depending on 
scarce natural water instead of the wells. 

There was also Sweet Dreams, another of Sweet- 
heart’s calves, to check on in particular. Hope thought 
she had seen a slight hesitation in the heifer’s gait, but 
it had been too dark to be certain. After she looked over 
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Sweet Dreams, she had to wire up the hole a coyote 
had dug to get to the chickens. Then there were the 
bills to pay and the latest tax assessment to protest. 

And the drill bits—she couldn’t forget them. Some 
old ones had been sent off for sharpening. They were 
ready to be picked up in town. She also had to order 
two special hard-rock bits. The expense involved had 
shocked her, but she hadn’t protested. If Rio needed ti- 
tanium alloy drills with diamond-studded teeth to find 
her water, that was what he would get. 

Uneasiness snaked through her as she remembered 
Rio’s expression when he had asked for the special 
drill bits. He said that he might be able to get the job 
done with the bits he had, but it would take much too 
long. Though he hadn’t said anything else, she won- 
dered if he was already getting restless, if the wind was 
calling his name. 

The thought made her ache, even though she had to 
admit that she didn’t have a lot of time, either. Not 
when it came to the well. It was proving much more 
- expensive to drill than she had expected. She had based 
her estimate on what it had cost to drill her namesake, 
and then had doubled it, adding a ten percent margin 
for error. 

The margin hadn’t been big enough. A lot had 
changed since her namesake well had been drilled 
more than a quarter of a century ago. A combination of 
inflation and more advanced technology had sent the 
cost of drilling a well soaring like a moon rocket. 

Just buying the parts to make Rio’s old equipment 
work had cost more than she had budgeted to buy an 
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entire secondhand rig. The endless bags of “mud” used 
to grease the drill hole cost nearly as much as an equal 
weight of grain. As for pipe—you would think from 
the price that pipe was made of some gem-studded 
space-age alloy rather than plain old steel. 

Though Hope didn’t say anything about it to Rio, in 
order to buy the new drill bits and the extra pipe he had 
ordered, she would have to dip into the money she had 
set aside to pay off the second mortgage. She had wanted 
to ask if he was sure, really sure, he would need all that 
pipe. 

She hadn’t said a word. If he thought it would be a 
deep well, she would take his word for it. She had felt 
water and certainty flowing through him as surely as 
sunlight through the desert. 

‘Hope? Hope! You gone deaf, gal?’ Mason yelled. 

She blinked, startled out of her thoughts. Mason had 
an oilcan in one hand and was poking at the equipment 
that ran the drill. 

“IT asked you three times,” he said, “if you’re gonna 
check on the water out at the west end of Silver Basin.” 

She put away her worries and answered him with a 
nod. Instantly he went back to nursing the noisy en- 
gine. 

For a moment she wished she had something as use- 
ful to do at the drilling site rather than miles away. But 
all she could do for now was brood over what the in- 
visible drill bit would find. 

Or not find. 

It was much too soon for that kind of fretting. The 
drill bit hadn’t even ground down as far as the deepest 
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roots of the hardiest desert plants. If water was that 
close to the surface, she wouldn’t be drilling a new 
well here or anywhere else on the Valley of the Sun. 

‘Need anything?” Hope asked loudly, catching Rio’s 
eye. 

To her surprise he nodded and gestured her over to 
him. Wondering what they could have forgotten at the 
ranch, she stepped up to the drilling area. 

Rio took off his leather gloves, framed her face with 
his strong hands, and kissed her gently. 

“You, Hope,” he said against her hair, holding her 
close. “I need you.” 

Sudden tears burned in her eyes. She buried her face 
against his neck and hung on to him with all her 
strength. 

“T’m here,” she said fiercely. “Ill always be here for 
you.” 

She felt his arms tighten until she could hardly 
breathe. 

“Watch that third turn on the way out,’ he said, 
when he finally released her. ““The wheel will buck like 
a steer halfway through.” Then, quickly, he added, “Be 
careful, my beautiful dreamer. Keep that snake gun 
loaded and handy.” 

Hope’s eyes widened. “Do you think Turner will 
come back?” 

“No.” Rio’s voice was flat, harsh. “If I thought he’d 
touch you again, ever, I’d take him up in the mountains 
and lose him. It’s just thatI.. .” 

She waited, wanting him so much she ached. 

He made a helpless, almost angry sound and kissed 
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her suddenly, searchingly. He lifted his head and 
looked at her with eyes the color and radiance of in- 
digo twilight. “You’re so damned precious to me. The 
thought of anything happening to you makes me want 
to grab you and hide you in the safest place on earth.” 

She smiled and brushed her lips over his. “I’m fine.” 

“T know. But...” He took her hand, peeled back her 
work glove, and saw again the bruise that he had no- 
ticed this morning, a mark no bigger than his fingertip. 
“Even a little thing like this.” His lips and tongue gen- 
tly touched the bruise. “I can’t explain it. I don’t even 
understand it. I just know that the thought of you being 
hurt makes me bleed.” 

She saw the intensity of his emotion in his eyes and 
felt it in the powerful, taut muscles beneath her hands. 
For the first time she had the tiniest stirring of hope 
that perhaps he wouldn’t leave after the well was 
drilled. 

The possibility quivered through her, making her 
tremble. 

It was like the possibility of an artesian well, an end- 
less upwelling of life itself transforming everything it 
touched. She and Rio could live on a renewed Valley of 
the Sun, raising cattle and children and loving each 
other until the last sun had set—and still the land 
would go on, the water would flow, and their children 
would sow their own crop of dreams and know the bit- 
tersweet joys of harvest. 

Rio’s breath caught at the emotion radiating from 
Hope. She had never been more beautiful to him, more 
alive, incandescent with love for him. The thought of 
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anything dimming that joy was a tearing agony deep in 
his soul. 

Hope—my beautiful dreamer—don’t let anything 
hurt you. Even me. 

Especially me. 

But he would hurt her, and he knew it as surely as he 
knew she loved him. 








Twenty-three 
1S 


THE DRILLING WENT SLOWLY. 

Day by day, December slid toward Christmas. Day 
by day, one piece of equipment after another gave out, 
protesting its burden and the patchwork nature of the 
rig. The delays lasted from a few minutes to much 
longer, depending on how soon a replacement part 
could be brought in. 

When the bit finally reached hard rock, the pace of 
the drilling slowed to inches, then to fractions of 
inches. The special, and very expensive, bits Rio used 
could have gone faster, but not when they were driven 
by an old, cranky engine that couldn’t go for long 
hours at high output. 

The layer of rock the drill hit was thick and ungiv- 
ing. The rock didn’t hold water. There was no place 
within the dense crystalline stone for liquid to hide. 
Everything soft had been cooked out when the rock 
was deep within the earth’s mantle, where the heat and 
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pressure were so great that solid rock strata melted and 
bent like great layers of wax. 

If there was water to be found, it was farther down, 
beyond the dry, dense layer of stone. 

Rio changed bits, drilled, changed bits again, and 
drilled again. The relentless work and hammering 
noise were numbing. Progress slowed to tiny inches 
that were measured in frustration and increasing inci- 
dents of mechanical breakdown. 

At the end of each day, Hope no longer asked how 
the work was coming. The lines on Rio’s face, and on 
Mason’s, told her more than she wanted to know. She 
drove the men to Wind Canyon at dawn, picked them 
up at dark, and ran the ranch in between. 

The rains still weren’t heavy enough to free the cat- 
tle from depending on the troughs. She hauled water 
from the Turner ranch. Although Turner hadn’t turned 
up again, she kept the rifle loaded. 

Even before the first week of drilling passed, people 
from town and from Turner’s ranch had started showing 
up at the Gardener ranch house. They always had an ex- 
cuse—a saddle to sell or to buy, a mare to be bred, invita- 
tions to Christmas barbecues. Invariably the conversation 
circled around to what was really on the visitor’s mind. 

How’s the well doing, Hope? Strike anything prom- 
ising yet? 

Hell of a place to drill, clear up in a canyon. Every- 
body knows that water goes down, not up. 

You lookin’ for artesian water? Ain’t never heard of 
no artesian well around here, and my granny was born 
Just the other side of your ranch. 
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Don’t envy you none. Drilling wells is expensive as 
hell these days, and the price of beef just ain’t worth 
mentioning. 

Those were the most tactful people. The others, in- 
cluding a few of Turner’s men, began looking at Hope 
like she had put a FOR RENT sign around her neck when 
she became Rio’s lover. None of the men said or did 
anything out of line, because none of them wanted the 
kind of grief Rio would give them. But they looked at 
Hope with a lecherous speculation that made her qui- 
etly furious. 

Hear Mason went up to Salt Lake for Thanksgiving. 
Musta been lonely for you, huh? Oh, yeah, Rio was 
there, wasn’t he? 

Gotta hand it to him. That drifter has a good eye for 
how the land lays. 

Hear he tried to buy a ranch around here a time 
back. Didn’t have no money, though. Bet your little 
ranch looks real good to him. | 

Hope ignored the men’s insinuations and sideways 
looks, staring them coolly in the eye until they shifted 
uneasily and allowed as how it was time for them to be 
getting back to town or to Turner’s ranch or to what- 
ever rock they had crawled out from under. 

She turned down all holiday invitations. She didn’t 
have the time or the energy for parties. There was noth- 
ing in her life but cattle, drilling, and Rio. 


Hope bumped along the last hundred yards of road and 
shut off the truck’s engine. The derrick looked like a 
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child’s toy against the soaring walls of the Wind 
Canyon. 

“Good timing,” Rio said as Hope got out of the 
truck. 

“Why? Did you run out of coffee?” 

He grinned. “Nope. We finally broke through the 
hard rock. I took a core sample of what was below. I 
was just getting ready to look at it.” 

Is there water? 

But Hope didn’t say it out loud. She didn’t want to 
add to the pressure that showed in the tight lines 
around Rio’s mouth. So she waited in hungry silence 
while he opened the special pipe that held the core 
sample. 

A single look at his face told her everything she 
needed to know. 

“Dry,” he said neutrally. “Dry as the rock above it. No 
aquifer at this depth. But the stratum is softer than the 
one I just went through. The drilling will go faster now.” 

And it did. Days flew by as expensive pipe and lu- 
bricant vanished down the hole in the earth as though 
there was no end short of China. 

Rio didn’t say anything about the cores he took 
from time to time, or the changing layers of rock. With 
Mason at his side, he simply drilled and kept on 
drilling down through compacted soils older than man, 
layers of stone that had been laid down long before 
true mammals walked the earth, drilling down and 
down and down, pouring money and dreams into the 
dry land and getting nothing back but dulled or broken 
drill bits and blistered hands. 
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“Damn slippery damned coffeepot!”’ Mason growled. 

Hope said, steadying the pot before it dropped, 
‘Must be time to scour the grease off it again.” 

But she knew that the problem wasn’t the pot. It was 
Mason’s hands. He had used them too hard, for too 
many hours, working alongside Rio for twelve and 
fourteen hours a day. 

A sideways glance told Hope that Rio knew what 
was wrong. Mason’s hands wouldn’t heal until he 
rested them, but he was too proud and too stubborn to 
admit it. His pain showed in the deeply cut lines of his 
face and the dark circles beneath his eyes. 

“T have to go into town this morning,” she said ca- 
sually. “Mason, I want you to stay at the house. There 
have been too many people coming through here 
lately, and some of them I’ve never seen before.” She 
turned to Rio. “You can get along without him for a 
day, can’t you?” 

“ll manage.” He had just the right mixture of re- 
luctance and acceptance in his voice to ease Mason’s 
pride. 

She thanked Rio with her eyes. 

“Do you need anything up at the well?” she asked 
Rio, ignoring Mason’s mutterings that he didn’t want 
to “baby-sit no damn house” when there was real work 
to be done. 

Reluctantly Rio reached into his pocket. He avoided 
drawing on Hope’s reserves of cash until he absolutely 
had to. But it was time. 
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“We barely have enough pipe and mud left to cover 
the normal lead time in ordering,’ he said. “There’s 
only one hard-rock bit that’s still sharp for when we hit 
another solid stratum. The other bits are in the pickup.” 

Trying not to show any emotion, she nodded and 
took the list. She had already dipped into the money 
that had been earmarked for paying the balloon on the 
second mortgage. Now she would have to take even 
more out of the special money market account. 

She had known it was coming. That was why she was 
going to town today. She had an appointment with the 
bank. She was determined to renegotiate the second mort- 
gage for another year. Or six months. Or two months. 

Even one. 

She had to buy enough time for Rio to drill down to 
the artesian water that lay beneath the dry land, wait- 
ing for the silver moment of release. She knew the 
water was there. She knew that he wanted to find it 
with the same intensity she did. Maybe even more. 

He called himself a man without dreams, yet she knew 
that this well was Rio’s dream in everything but name. 

No matter how many people had told Hope it was 
impossible, she hadn’t flinched away from her own 
dream of living on the Valley of the Sun. She wouldn’t 
flinch in the face of Rio’s dream, his need. She would 
give him all the time she had, all the pipe she could 
buy, all the drill bits, all of it, and never regret anything 
but that she had so little to give. 

‘“Aren’t you even going to ask me how close we are 
to water?” he said, watching her with shadowed blue- 
black eyes. 
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“Do you know?” 

“No.” 

“Then,” she said with a gentle smile, “there’s no 
point in asking, is there?” 

He caught her hand, rubbed his cheek against her 
palm, kissed it in silent thanks. “After weeks of drilling 
and nothing to show but dry rock, most people would 
be all over me like a bad smell.” 

“Most people don’t have enough sense to come in 
out of the rain,” she retorted. 

“Dreamer.” His voice was husky. He kissed her 
palm again, lingering. “My beautiful dreamer.” 


The warmth of that moment stayed with Hope all 
through the long drive to town. She ordered the drilling 
supplies first, paying a hefty charge for a rush delivery. 
Then she went to the small brick building that had a 
freshly painted sign out front: COTTONWOOD SAVINGS 
AND TRUST. 

William Worth, the loan officer, was expecting her. 
He had been expecting her since loan payment checks 
had started coming through her money market account, 
eating into the funds that he knew she had reserved for 
the balloon payment on the second mortgage. 

Worth was a patient man. He let her go through her 
entire speech with barely a frown to wrinkle the loose 
skin of his forehead. 

Then he said no. 

“But I’m digging a well,’ Hope said as though she 
hadn’t mentioned it before. 
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“Ms. Gardener, excuse me for speaking so bluntly, 
but you’re basing your request for a loan extension on 
a fool’s dream. Your well is being dug in a godforsaken 
dry canyon by a half-breed troublemaker who has 
nothing to his name but a five-year-old pickup truck 
and a fine Arab mare he claims he caught running 
loose.” 

Hope bit back hot words. 

The telephone on Worth’s small, fake-wood desk 
started ringing, interrupting his prepared speech. 

“The only way the bank could grant an extension,” 
he said, reaching for the phone, “would be if you found 
a cosigner for the note.” 

Before she could say anything, he picked up the 
telephone, listened, and said, “Yes, sir’’ He replaced 
the phone, stood, and went to the office door. “I have 
to leave for a few minutes. I’m sorry we couldn’t help 
you. Please keep the cosigner possibility in mind.” 

The door closed behind Worth with a distinct, final 
sound. 

Hope felt as though an icy northern wind had blown 
over her, sapping her strength. The refusal hadn’t been 
unexpected, but it was rock-solid. There was nothing 
in Worth’s manner that gave her any grounds for think- 
ing that he might change his mind in the few weeks be- 
tween now and the day that the note was due. 

For a moment she simply sat and gathered herself 
for the long drive back to the ranch. As she reached for 
her purse, she heard the door opening and closing be- 
hind her. She turned, expecting to see the loan officer 
again. 
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What she saw was John Turner. 

“Now, what kind of look is that for the man who’s 
going to save your ranch?” he asked, smiling thinly. 
‘“We’re going to make a deal, you and me. I co-sign 
that note and you come to heel when I snap my fingers. 
No more giving away to drifters what I’m paying good 
money for. You cross your expensive legs and you 
cross them tight or I'll beat the living hell out of you.” 

His words buzzed around Hope like flies, noisy and 
meaningless. 

Turner pulled a sheaf of papers out of his hip pocket 
and tossed them down in front of her. “Take your 
choice, baby doll. Me and your ranch or nothing at all. 
And don’t kid yourself. Nothing is all you’ Il have. That 
blankethead won’t hang around once we foreclose on 
the Valley of the Sun.” 

All the pressures Hope had been under bit into her 
with steel talons. All the disappointments, the fears, the 
endless quest for water, the knowledge that Rio would 
leave when water was found—everything. Rage swept 
through her, burning away the despair she felt, replac- 
ing it with a firestorm of adrenaline. She shot to her feet 
and looked at Turner through narrowed, glittering eyes. 

“Go to hell.’ Her voice was soft, low, vibrating with 
anger. 

He laughed. “Don’t be a sore loser.” 

He walked toward her, stopping just short of her, so 
close that he could smell the subtle perfume she used. 
So close that when he reached inside his jacket pocket 
for a pen, the back of his arm almost brushed over her 
breasts. 
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“What kind of flowers do you want?” she asked 
coldly. 

‘Flowers?’ He frowned. “What are you talking about?” 

“Your funeral.” 

He flushed with anger and the memory of how eas- 
ily Rio had brought him down. “I haven’t laid a finger 
on you, and if you tell Rio any different, you’re lying.” 

“You won’t have to wait for Rio to catch up with 
you,’ she said, her voice brittle with contempt. “I’m 
not your victim to bully or to crawl all over in your 
bathroom fantasies. If you touch me, I’ll come after 
you myself. And I won’t use a kitchen knife this time. 
Pll use my father’s shotgun.” 

For a moment there was only silence and the thick 
sound of air being drawn into Turner’s lungs through 
nostrils pinched by rage. His lips twisted into a cruel 
smile. 

“T’ll see you the morning after the loan comes due. 
Mark it on your calendar, baby doll. January sixteenth, 
at your ranch house, and the sheriff will be right with 
me. That’s the day you’ll beg to suck my cock. I’m 
going to enjoy hearing every word of it.” 

“It won’t happen. I’m not like the other women 
you’ve hounded and bought and bullied into bed. ’'m 
not like the men you’ve dangled money in front of and 
leaned on until it was easier for them to sell you their 
stock or real estate or mistress than it was to make you 
angry by continuing to say no.” 

“Like I said, baby doll. I get what I want.” 

“Have you ever wanted something that didn’t be- 
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long to someone else? Ever? Even once in your spoiled 
life?” 

Turner’s only answer was the red flush crawling up 
his face. 

“That’s what I thought,” she said coolly. “You’re still 
a baby. You’re buried in toys, but the only one you want 
is the one you see someone else holding. You’re ob- 
sessed with what you don’t have. Until you get it. Then 
you drop the new toy and look around to see what other 
people are playing with. You’ve never grown up.’ 

“Listen, you—” 

“But that’s your problem,” she said, ignoring his at- 
tempt to talk over her. “It’s not mine. Not anymore. No 
matter what happens with the ranch, with Rio, with 
anything at all, J will never be your whore.” 

With an ugly sound, Turner spun around and slammed 
out of the room. As much as he wanted to put his hands 
on her, there were too many witnesses in the bank. 

And there was Rio. 

Always. 

Slowly the adrenaline seeped out of Hope, leaving 
her face pale and her muscles like sand. When her 
hands no longer trembled she picked up her purse and 
let herself out of the small office. Other than a few 
curious stares from tellers who knew her, no one 
seemed interested in what had happened in the tiny 
office. 

A few miles out of town, she took a detour to a 
small house where a silversmith lived. There she 
picked up the presents she had had made for Mason 
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and Rio. She couldn’t believe that Christmas was only 
a few days away. 
She had never felt less like celebrating. There was 
too much to be done. Some of it was bitter and hard. 
Yet it had to be done just the same. 


‘How was town?” Mason called from the porch. 

Though Hope hadn’t said anything, he suspected 
that she had gone to ask for an extension on the second 
mortgage. 

“Same as always.” 

He heard the anger and weariness beneath her care- 
fully neutral tone and sighed. “I’ll unload them sup- 
plies and go pick up Rio. You go talk to your black 
cows. They been mooing up a storm for you.” 

Hope turned the truck over to Mason and went to 
the home pasture to check on her Angus. Sweetheart 
came walking over, radiating muscular health with 
every stride. Her eyes were clear and deep, like pools 
of liquid darkness shining out from the midnight sea of 
her winter-thickened coat. 

“Sweetheart, you’re so beautiful you make me feel 
like a burlap bag,” she said. 

Sweetheart sighed as though to say, Of course I’m 
beautiful. I’m perfect. 

Hope rubbed the cow lovingly, gave her a pan of 
grain, then shook the feed sack until the other Angus 
started ambling over. Quickly she poured out a long, 
thin line of grain. As the black cattle lined up for their 
treat, she watched their movements critically. None of 
them appeared lame now. 
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For a few moments she simply stood and looked at 
her cattle. They had a solid, earthy reality that renewed 
her belief in her dream of a thriving ranch. Without re- 
alizing it, she smiled, feeling better just for being with 
her healthy, handsome herd. 

She was seeing more than beautiful animals when 
she looked at her Angus. She was seeing the future of 
the Valley of the Sun. 

“Good night, Sweetheart,’ she whispered. “And 
you, too, Sweet Dreams. Grow big and strong and gor- 
geous, just like your mom.” 


When Mason and Rio drove into the yard, there was 
just enough time for Rio to shower before dinner. With 
steps that he felt in every bone in his body, Rio dragged 
himself up the stairs and let steaming water pour over 
him, washing away the dust and grit of another dry day. 

But nothing could wash away the bitter taste in his 
mouth. 

He pulled on clean clothes and went downstairs. 
The thought of Hope’s smile was as much a lure as the 
cooking scents that had his stomach growling impa- 
tiently. 

“Come and get it or I’ll feed it to the pigs,’ Hope 
said cheerfully when she heard Rio’s footsteps on the 
stairs. 

It was her standard greeting at the end of the day. 
Usually he responded by grabbing her and kissing her 
soundly. This time he simply wrapped his arms around 
her, lowered his cheek to her hair, and held her as 
though she needed comfort. 
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Or he did. 

“Long day?” she asked softly. 

His arms tightened around her. 

“Hit more stone,’ he said at last. “Finally got 
through it.” Then, “It’s dry on the other side, too.” 

Cold spread through Hope. She put her lips against 
his neck and counted the beats of his heart for a long, 
silent moment. Then she stirred and smiled up at him. 

“Come on,” she said. “You'll feel better after you eat.” 

Gently Rio moved his thumbs over her cheekbones 
and lips. He started to speak, but instead kissed her 
with a tenderness that brought a sheen of tears to her 
eyes. 

“There is no one like you,’ he said simply. 

That night Rio told her again, differently, wordlessly, 
taking her and being taken in turn, giving himself to the 
endless passion and shattering release that only Hope had 
ever called from him. He no longer questioned the urgent 
upwelling of her need and his own, the hot perfection of 
their fused bodies, the sense of rightness he felt all the 
way to his soul when he held her asleep in his arms. 

There were times when he wished that he could drill 
for water in Wind Canyon forever, finding nothing but 
the unbelievable joys of this one woman’s love. 

Yet Rio knew he must find water, ending this dream 
and beginning another, Hope’s dream of a Valley of the 
Sun that lived again. He had to find water, and find it 
soon. The longer he stayed, the more he would hurt her 
when he left. 

And the thought of hurting her was like hot metal 
drilling through his flesh and bone to his soul. 
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“T’m going to start drilling around-the-clock,’ Rio told 

Hope the next morning. “We’re running out of time. 
The well has to be in by January fifteenth. Otherwise 
you'll never get the bank to extend your loan.” 

The darkness in his eyes was more than she could 
bear. 

“No,” she said calmly. “I can pay off the second 
mortgage. There’s no need for you to kill yourself 
working double and triple shifts. We have as much 
time as you need.” 

Rio gave her a look that shook Hope to her soul, as 
though he sensed that she was talking about more than 
the well being drilled through layers of rock and time 
into an undiscovered past and an even more mysterious 
future. 

“One of Mason’s grandnephews is coming in after 
Christmas,’ Rio said. “Ill start around-the-clock 
drilling then.” 

She wanted to argue but didn’t. He was right. 
Whether it was time or money or both, it didn’t matter. 

They didn’t have enough of either. 





Twenty-four 
1S 


Hope, RIO, AND MASON spent Christmas Eve out at 
the well site. She decorated the derrick with colored 
lights and pinon boughs, hung popcorn and cranberry 
strings over nearby sagebrush, and cooked turkey over a 
spit that Rio and Mason had rigged. They sang all the old 
carols, Hope’s true alto mixing with Rio’s bass while 
Mason played a scarred harmonica with surprising skill. 

Tears ran down both Hope’s and Mason’s cheeks as 
the music brought back people and Christmases past, 
Hope’s parents and Mason’s beloved wife, memories 
of laughter and holiday surprises. 

When there were no more carols to sing, they 
toasted Christmas and the well and one another with 
cut-crystal glasses of rye that caught and multiplied 
every colorful light Hope had strung from the derrick. - 
For a time they sipped potent whiskey, savoring the si- 
lence and the wind and the special peace that came 
with the season. 
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Finally Mason stood, stretched, and went to the 
truck. He returned quickly, carrying two presents. 

“Here you go,’ he said to Rio. 

Surprised, Rio took the package and slowly pulled 
off the wrapping that Mason had taped until there was 
almost no paper showing. When Rio finally managed 
to open the long, flat box, he made a sound of amuse- 
ment and pleasure. 

A handmade snakeskin hatband gleamed up at him 
from the box, reflecting firelight from the pale, 
diamond-patterned scales. The size of the scales told 
him that the rattlesnake had been a big one. 

“Don’t I recognize this hide?” he asked wryly. 

“Sure do,” Mason said with satisfaction. “That’s a 
chunk of the big son that thought he could live near 
Hope’s Angus herd. I showed him otherwise.” 

“He’s a beauty,’ Rio said, running his fingertips 
down the supple hatband. 

‘He’ ll look a damn sight better on your head than he 
did under the rocks by the trough.” 

Rio laughed. 

Grinning, Mason gave Hope another package. She 
opened it and found a strip of the foolish snake made 
into a belt. 

“Same for you, gal,’ Mason said, smiling. “The 
snake will look right pretty wrapped around your 
waist.” 

“Thank you,” she said huskily. “I wondered what 
you were doing in the barn workshop all those early 
mornings. Now I know.” 

The thought of how the cold must have bitten into 
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his hands as he worked on the gifts made her want to 
smile and cry at the same time. She settled for giving 
him a big hug and a kiss on his scratchy cheek. 

“This isn’t as fancy as rattlesnake,’ Rio warned, 
handing a soft package to Mason. 

Eager as a kid, Mason tore into the wrapping and 
found a new pair of leather work gloves. He pulled 
them on and admired them. They were tough and yet 
flexible enough not to bind knuckles that were swollen 
and sore from arthritis. 

While Mason thanked Rio, Hope went to the box of 
kitchen supplies that she had brought up from the 
ranch for dinner. Inside, buried beneath the potato 
sack, she had hidden two small presents. She gave 
Mason his package first. 

He opened the little box and his breath went out 
with a whoosh. “Damn, honey, I can’t say when I seen 
something so pretty.” 

Gently he lifted out the silver buckle. It was a ham- 
mered oval with a running horse made of mother-of- 
pearl painstakingly inlaid in the center. He held the 
buckle in his gloved, gnarled hands, admiring the play 
of firelight across the silver and pearl surface. 

“Can’t wait to put it on,’ he said, winking at her. 

He walked quickly over to the bright work light in 
the shed on the far side of the derrick, pulled off his 
belt, and began replacing his old brass buckle with the 
new Silver. 

While he worked, Hope handed Rio his present. He 
looked at her for a long moment, holding the small 
package in his hands before he began unwrapping it. 
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Inside the box, nested within layers of tissue paper, lay 
a heavy bracelet made of a single piece of cast silver. 
There was just enough of a gap in the oval form to 
allow it to fit over a man’s wrist. 

Rio whistled softly. 

The curved surface of the bracelet was inlaid with 
pieces of polished turquoise in a rippling wave pattern 
that was a common Native American symbol for Rio’s 
name. 

The cool perfection of the silver caressed his finger- 
tips. Then he felt an irregularity on the inner side and 
tilted the bracelet so that he could see the hidden sur- 
face. Inscribed on the thick silver were the words: For 
as long as the water flows. 

Emotion wrenched through him, pleasure and pain 
at once. 

With a smooth twist of his right hand, he fitted the 
bracelet on his left arm. The silver glowed against his 
dark skin. The wavy lines of the river symbol seemed 
to flow with each shift of wind and firelight. 

When Rio looked at Hope, light and emotion 
gleamed in his eyes. He couldn’t remember the last 
time that someone had given him a present, much 
less one that was so perfectly suited to him. He eased 
her down into his lap and kissed her gently, repeat- 
edly, as though he was afraid that she would slide 
through his fingers like the wind if he tried to hold 
her too tightly. 

“Thank you,” he said almost roughly. “It’s like you. 
Unexpected. Beautiful.” He opened his collar and 
reached inside his shirt. ““There’s no fancy wrapping on 
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your gift. I wanted to give it to you the same way I got 
it long ago, warm with the giver’s own life.” 

She watched as he lifted a Southwest Indian neck- 
lace from around his neck. 

“This was my great-grandmother’s, my grand- 
mother’s, and my mother’s,” he said quietly. “Mother 
gave it to me when she left me with my grandfather 
and went back to the city.” 

The necklace shimmering in Rio’s hands was in a 
traditional squash-blossom pattern, but instead of 
hammered-silver crescents and turquoise stones, the 
blossoms were made from dimes more than a century 
old. It was a compelling blend of white and Indian cul- 
tures. Its stately beauty and history made chills move 
over her skin. 

“Rio, I can’t take—” 

He kissed her until she forgot what she had been try- 
ing to say. While he kissed her, his fingers unbuttoned 
her blouse until his hands could circle her neck freely. 

She felt the smooth, oddly reassuring weight of the 
necklace against her breasts. The silver was like a ca- 
ress, radiating back the heat it had absorbed from his 
body. 

Helplessly she whispered his name. 

He kissed her again. Then he lifted his head and 
looked at her with eyes darker than the night, deeper. 

“My grandmother told me that one day I would find 
the right woman to wear this necklace,” he said. “I 
never believed her until I saw you by Turner’s well 
with laughter in your eyes and water running like liq- 
uid silver from your cupped hands.” 
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Hope blinked against the tears that burned her 
eyelids. 

“Maybe, someday,” he said, brushing his lips over 
hers, “your daughter will wear this necklace and you’ ll 
tell her about the man who gave it to you. I can’t think 
of any better gift than that this silver be warmed by a 
child born of your body.” 

“What about your children?” she asked, her throat 
aching. | 
His gentle smile was like a knife turning in Hope. 

It was just as painful for him. 

“Once, I wanted a woman to have my baby. It was 
in the city, before I accepted that I was what my grand- 
father had named me. Brother-to-the-wind. The 
woman loved me, but she was pure white. She didn’t 
want to have mixed children.” 

‘Then she didn’t ilove you,” Hope said starkly. 

He shook his head. “No, dreamer. She was just 
being honest. I’ve always been grateful to her for 
that. Another kind of woman wouldn’t have told me 
until we were married. It happened to one of my 
cousins.” 

“I’m not like that,’ Hope said, her voice shaking. “I 
want—”’ 

But Rio was still speaking, refusing to hear her, and 
his words were talons sinking deeply into her, making 
her soul bleed. “Ill never again ask a woman to bear 
my child.” 

Hearing Rio’s lifetime of isolation summarized in 
his gentle, relentless words almost destroyed Hope. 
She tried to speak, to tell him that she would have 
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given even the Valley of the Sun if she could have his 
love and his children. But she couldn’t speak. Words 
and emotions clogged her throat, defeating her. 

“Rio, [—” 

“Let it go, dreamer,’ he said against her lips. “My 
beautiful dreamer. Accept it. I have.” 

Head bowed, she fought the tears that were chok- 
ing her. 

And she wondered if she might be carrying Rio’s 
baby now, if after he was gone she would one day give 
a warm silver necklace to a child he had never known. 

The wind keened down the canyon, covering the 
small sounds Hope made as she struggled for self-con- 
trol. Rio’s hand moved slowly, repeatedly, over her hair, 
and with each motion the silver band on his wrist shim- 
mered with unearthly light. Yet even more brilliant than 
hammered silver were the cascading stars and the glit- 
tering, ghostly river of the Milky Way overhead. 

Mason returned to the campfire proudly wearing his 
new buckle. If he saw the gleam of tears on Hope’s 
face, he didn’t mention it. He just joined the intimate 
silence by the fire until only embers remained. 

Coyotes began singing their own carols. Ancient 
harmonies shivered through the darkness with an eerie 
beauty that made it easy to believe in spirits and gods 
walking across the face of the night. 

“My Zuni grandfather loved Christmas,’ Rio said 
quietly. 

Hope turned her head against his shoulder and 
looked at his profile outlined by stars. 

‘He told me Christmas was the only time that the 





334 ELIZABETH LOWELL 


white-eyes gathered in family clans and sang the songs 
of power with their souls in their voices. He said he 
could feel the Great Spirit flowing through the 
churches like a rain-bearing wind, sweeping away the 
dust of the previous year.” 

“Then why didn’t he become a Christian?” Hope 
asked softly. 

“He did.” 

“[ thought he was a shaman.” 

“He was.” 

She looked over her shoulder at Rio. Smiling, he 
pulled her even closer between his knees, brushed his 
lips over her sage-scented hair, and tried to explain. 

“My grandfather knew there were other gods, but he 
was convinced that the white man’s God was stronger. 
For my ancestors, the proof of power was in day-to- 
day living. His children spoke a European language, 
learned European history, and worshipped a European 
God. That was power.” 

Rio hesitated, then added softly, “But the coyotes 
still sing harmonies older than man, the rain still can be 
called from a cloudless sky, and the wind still is 
brother to a few men. For Grandfather, that, too, was 
power.” 

Soft laughter breathed into Hope’s hair, Rio’s laugh- 
ter as he remembered. 

“But he had a hell of a time convincing Grand- 
mother that there were other spirits as valid as the Holy 
Ghost. She prayed for his half-heathen soul until the 
day she died.” 

Hope ran her hand caressingly over Rio’s arm. She 
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lingered to feel the silver bracelet, already warm with 
his life. His hand closed over hers, holding her be- 
tween silver and his palm. 

“Is your grandfather still alive?” she asked. 

“Yes.” Rio brushed his lips over her hair. “He’s part 
of the coyote’s song and the long cry of the wind. He’s 
a phrase from a white man’s carol and a breath of the 
power pouring through a Christmas church. There was 
room in his soul for all of them. I like to think there’s 
room for him now in all of them.” 

Mason’s soft “amen” came from across the camp- 
fire. 

The wind gusted, sending a shower of sparks up- 
ward in an incandescent spiral. 

After a moment Mason stretched and stood up. 
“Well, I’m gonna take these old bones back to a soft 
bed.” 

“Tl bring Hope to the ranch in a while,” Rio said. 

“Suit yourself. I’m too old to need baby-sitting.” 

Mason walked beyond the range of the campfire’s 
wavering light and climbed stiffly into Hope’s truck. 
The engine turned over, the headlights swept across the 
sky, and the tires grumbled over the makeshift road. 

“What about you?” she asked when it was quiet 
again. “Aren’t you going to stay at the house?” 

“IT brought up a bedroll and mattress earlier.” 

Turning, she slid her fingers beneath his denim 
jacket until she found the warm flesh between the 
snaps on his shirt. “Is it big enough for two?” 

His whole body tightened at her touch, as though 
her fingers were molten silver instead of flesh. Without 
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a word he stood, pulling her with him, and led her to 
his bed behind a big clump of sage. 

Then he made exquisite, consuming love to her. 
Like a passionate wind he whispered her beauty and 
her sensuality, sang of his own need to fill every hol- 
low of her, and then he came to her and moved within 
her, telling her with his touch those secrets only the 
wind knew. Again and again he brought her to shiver- 
ing completion, knowing her with an intimacy that was 
greater with each touch, each instant, each movement 
of his powerful body over hers. 

When she wept his name in her ecstasy, he gave 
himself to her and to the silver rains he had called from 
the desert of his own need. 


Long before dawn the drill was turning again, chewing 
down through solid rock, dragging a long steel straw 
behind, drilling down to the point where dreams came 
true or died. 





Twenty-five 
1S 


AS THE DAYS passed and Hope’s money poured in an 
unending stream down the drilling hole, softer rock 
gave way to harder and then to softer again. When 
Rio took a core of the new layer and opened it, his 
heart leaped when he felt the gritty texture of the 
sandstone. It was damp, tantalizing with a whisper of 
water. 

He went back to drilling with renewed energy. The 
layer of sandstone stayed damp but no more, as though 
the years had leached all except a shadow of water 
from the rock. 

When he drilled through to a new layer, it was dry. 

No matter how many times the engine broke down 
or how many cores came up dry, Rio said nothing, did 
nothing except work even harder. His eyes were black 
and his mouth was bracketed by grim lines of exhaus- 
tion and determination. 

The teenager who had come from Salt Lake to help 
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him worked with the tireless strength of youth. Mason 
worked with the unflinching endurance of a man who 
knew his own limits and hadn’t yet reached them. 

Every afternoon Hope came to them, bringing sup- 
plies and a smile. Except once. One day she couldn’t 
smile. 

That was the day she watched men load up every 
last head of stock on the ranch except Storm Walker. 
She only kept the stallion because she had promised 
him to Rio as a sire. She had sold the remaining range 
cattle the first week of January. They had already been 
trucked off to new pastures, places where water wasn’t 
more precious than diamonds. 

Mason didn’t know about any of the sales. Hope 
made sure of it. No trucks came or went from the ranch 
except during the long hours when Mason was at the 
drill site. 

As for Rio finding out . . . Rio was always up in 
Wind Canyon, always working, always watching with 
eyes that got darker and grimmer with each day. When 
he tried to talk about the deadline for the second mort- 
gage, Hope always said, You worry about the well. I'll 
worry about the rest. That was the deal. 

Today she had done everything she could to keep 
her part of the deal. 

The door to the expensive black cattle truck shut 
with a final sound. Inside the trailer, Sweetheart 
bawled uneasily. Sweet Midnight answered her. | 

McNally sighed and turned toward Hope. He was a 
big, ruddy-faced man dressed in jeans, scuffed cowboy 
boots, and a leather jacket that was worth three thou- 
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sand dollars. His pale blue eyes could be kind or win- 
try, depending on his mood. Right now he wanted to 
bawl like the fine Angus he had just bought back from 
Hope. 

‘You sure you won’t think about it?” he pressed. “I 
could co-sign a note or—” 

“No,” she cut in swiftly. “But thank you.” She man- 
aged half of a smile. “Don’t look so grim. You're 
thrilled to get Sweetheart back and you know it.” 

“Hell,” he muttered. “If it was anyone else but you, 
I'd be laughing like a coyote right now.” He sighed and 
looked at the relentlessly empty sky. “Damnation. Dry 
as a ninety-year-old virgin.’ He smacked his hat 
against his hand. “Let me help, honey.” 

“You have.” She waited until he looked at her. “You 
paid what my Angus herd was worth rather than what 
you thought you could get me to agree to because I 
was desperate. Thanks to you, I’Il keep the ranch. Your 
integrity made the difference.” 

McNally started to say something but thought better 
of it. Instead, he tugged his expensive fawn-colored 
Stetson into place and signaled for his driver to get 
ready. 

“Tf you change your mind,” McNally began. 

“T won't,’ she said quickly. 

“Yeah, I can see that. Hell.” He stared at the bleak 
sky for a long moment, then sighed again. “Well, it’s a 
long drive back. Better be going.” 

“Good-bye,” she said. “And thank you. I mean it.” 

“Hell, honey. I’m the one should be doing the thank- 
ing. You have the finest little herd I’ve ever seen. You 
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ever decide to take on a partner, put me at the top of 
your list. I could use someone with your eye for blood- 
lines and calves.” 

McNally stepped up into the big cab, ran down the 
passenger-side window, and called out as the truck 
moved away. “I transferred the money yesterday. You 
have any problems with your one-horse bank, let me 
know. I'll fix it real quick.” 

She managed a smile and a wave as the big black rig 
moved slowly out of her yard and down the road, leav- 
ing behind nothing but sun, dust, and the memory of 
what it had been like to look in the home pasture and 
see her beautiful black Angus. 

Instead of going to the drilling site as had become 
her habit, Hope drove her truck to town. Worth was 
waiting for her at the bank. The expression on his face 
told her that he expected an unpleasant scene. 

The bright pickup in the parking lot told her that 
Turner was somewhere nearby, waiting to buy the 
ranch at a bargain price. Waiting to hear her beg. 

The second mortgage was due today. 

“Good afternoon, Ms. Gardener,’ Worth said, clos- 
ing the door to his office behind her. “I know this is 
difficult for you, but you’re young yet. There’s plenty 
of time to—” 

“Writing a check isn’t difficult,’ she interrupted 
coldly. “I’ve had lots of practice.” 

While he watched in disbelief, she sat down, pulled 
out her money-market checkbook, and wrote a draft that 
would pay off the second mortgage to the last penny. 

Worth took it without a word. Then he went to his 
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computer and called up the amount in her money- 
market fund. 

“Well, goodness,” he said, staring at the screen. 
“How did you, uh, manage?” 

“The money is there,’ she said. “That’s all you and 
your bank have a right to know.” 

“Er, of course. I'll have one of the girls draw up the 
paperwork. It will take a few minutes. We weren’t ex- 
pecting this.” 

“T have other errands. I'll be back in an hour. The 
paperwork will be ready by then, correct?” 

Worth blinked. Hope was wearing faded blue jeans, 
an equally faded pink work shirt, and boots that were 
dusty and scarred. Yet her crisp tone would have done 
credit to a duchess. 

“Yes, of course. We’ll be ready,” he said. 

With a curt nod, Hope left the bank and went to pay 
off the rest of her bills and pick up more supplies. 
More drills. More pipe. More mud. More of everything 
that she needed for Rio to pursue her dream. 

She drove back to an empty ranch. Storm Walker 
paced the huge horse pasture with endless, wild whin- 
nies, searching for his four mares. 

He wouldn’t find them. They had been loaded up 
and shipped out that morning, before McNally arrived. 

As Hope looked out over a pasture empty of black 
Angus, her own emotions echoed the stallion’s des- 
Olate calls. Yet if she had it all to do over again, she 
wouldn’t have changed one thing. Cattle, even her 
Angus, could be replaced. A dream could not. 

Dry-eyed, she stood and watched the sunset mir- 
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rored in the half-full, utterly useless water trough. 
When she finally turned away, Rio was there. 

“The Angus,” he said. “Where are they.” 

But there was no question in his voice. He knew 
what had happened just as surely as he knew the date: 
January fifteenth. 

“McNally in Utah bought them.” She smiled sadly. 
“He was delighted when I called. Said he’d regretted 
selling Sweetheart to me ever since he heard about her 
calves.” 

“And Storm Walker’s mares.” Rio’s mouth was a flat 
line. “Did you sell them, too?” 

“Yes. The Angus. The mares. The range cattle. 
Everything but Storm Walker. I paid off the second 
mortgage and bought enough supplies to drill for at 
least a month more.” 

Christi’ 

Rio closed his eyes like a man who had seen too 
much, none of it comforting. His hands became fists 
that strained the leather of his work gloves. 

“My degree in hydrology doesn’t guarantee a 
well,” he said harshly. “The money from the cattle 
should have gone for a new life for you somewhere 
else, not for a goddamned useless hole in the 
ground!” 

“T didn’t sell my cattle because I had faith in your 
degree.” Hope went to Rio and put her hands on the 
coiled power of his biceps. Her voice was as strong as 
the muscles beneath her fingers. “I’ve seen you move 
over the land. I’ve seen your uncanny communication 
with it. I’ve seen you feel the presence of water be- 
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neath your feet. Your gift is as mysterious, as inde- 
scribable, and as real as my love for you.” 

She watched his eyes slowly open. They were the 
eyes of a man in torment. 

“Rio, listen to me,’ Hope said urgently. “I know the 
water is there. If it’s possible to drill down to it, you 
will. If it’s possible to pay for the drilling, I will. And 
if it isn’t possible, then we’ ll at least live the rest of our 
lives knowing that we did everything we could, no bets 
hedged, nothing held back. There’s no shame or regret 
in losing that way. There’s only shame and regret in not 


trying!” 

He stared at her with sudden raw intensity. He didn’t 
know that he made a choked sound as he reached out 
and crushed her against him. He only knew that no one 
had understood and accepted so much of what was hid- 
den beneath his rough surface. He tilted her face back 
and looked into her beautiful hazel eyes. 

“Tll find water for you even if I have to drill down 
to hell itself.” 


First Mason and then his grandnephew gave way to the 
exhaustion of working around-the-clock. That was 
when Hope came to Wind Canyon and stayed, working 
alongside Rio, blistering her hands and scraping her- 
self raw on the unfamiliar equipment. 

At night she lay down with him, falling asleep in his 
arms even as she felt their warmth and strength closing 
around her. Then she awakened beneath a glittering 
canopy of stars and felt Rio’s mouth and hands caress- 
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ing her until she couldn’t breathe for wanting him. She 
opened for him, cried for him, and he gave himself 
with an intensity that shook her to her soul. 

That was when Hope dreamed that the search for 
water could go on forever, keeping Rio here with her 
on the Valley of the Sun. But she knew the dream 
couldn’t come true. 

And she couldn’t stop dreaming. 

In the icy chill of desert just before daybreak, Hope 
stood in front of the board, watching dials as Rio 
started drilling. The pressure gauge kept stuttering as 
though it was going to quit. It had happened before, but 
not with that particular gauge. 

“Rio, can you come over here? I’m having trouble 
with the—” 

The rest of her words were drowned out as daylight 
broke over Wind Canyon with a rumble and a drawn- 
out, wrenching groan of thunder. Hope made a startled 
sound and looked around for the source of the noise. 

Rio didn’t. He dropped the huge pipe wrench he 
was holding and sprinted to her. He snatched her from 
her station by the derrick board, all but yanking her out 
of her boots. 

“Run!” he yelled. 

She couldn’t hear him, but it didn’t matter. He didn’t 
let go of her, so she had to run or fall. When he finally 
stopped running and half-dragging her along with him, 
she fought for breath. 

‘“What’s wrong?” she gasped. 

“It’s going to rain, beautiful dreamer,’ he said, grin- 
ning down at her. “It’s going to rain for a thousand years.” 
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She looked at the dry, cloudless sky and thought that 
he had gone mad. 

Thunder rumbled again and the derrick groaned. 

“Rio? Is it?” Abruptly she stopped speaking, almost 
afraid to believe. 

“Yes,” he answered, laughing exultantly. “We did it!” 

Water jetted up out of the drill hole like a bright sil- 
ver spear. It shot above the derrick and fanned out into 
a jeweled curtain of moisture that glittered with every 
color of the dawn. 

After the initial, almost explosive release, the arte- 
sian fountain gradually shrank to half its former 
height. Slowly, elegantly, it began dancing in graceful 
spurts and pulses that reflected the massive, hidden 
rhythms of the earth. 

Hand in hand, laughing, Hope and Rio ran back down 
the canyon. They didn’t stop until the brilliant, transpar- 
ent drops of water rained down over them. She held up 
her arms as though she would embrace the dancing 
fountain, but it was Rio she reached for. She licked cold 
silver drops from his eyebrows, his cheeks, his lips. 

“Sweet,” she said, laughing and crying at once. 

He kissed drops from her eyelashes and lips. “Very 
Sweet.” 

‘“T meant the water.” She nuzzled against him. “I was 
afraid it might be a saltwater well. But it isn’t. It’s 
sweet.” 

‘“Not-as sweet as you,” he whispered. 

She threaded her fingers into his straight black hair, 
feeling the warmth of him welling up beneath the cool 
veil of artesian water. “Thank you.” 
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She repeated it again and again and again until the 
words blended into kisses. Passion raced through her 
and she arched hungrily up to him. 

Rio felt her passion, tasted it, and pain drenched 
him more deeply than the pulsing water of the well he 
had drilled. Instead of responding to her searching, 
shimmering kiss, he gently lowered Hope until her feet 
were on the ground again. 

The dawn wind blew through the canyon, whisper- 
ing the secrets of the land. 

‘“‘We should tell Mason,” Rio said. 

He dipped his head for a kiss so fiercely yearning 
that she trembled even as she returned it. He released 
her quickly, yet his fingers slid down her arms as 
though he couldn’t bear to end the contact. His eyes 
were as dark as a night with no stars, as empty as the 
wind curling through the canyon, calling his name. 

“Rio?” she asked, knowing that something was 
wrong but not knowing what. 

Then she heard the long cry of the wind and knew. 
She started shaking. 

“No,” she said in a raw voice. “Not yet. Not now!” 

She turned away from him and jammed her fist 
against her mouth, stopping the flow of words she had 
promised herself she would never speak. With every 
bit of strength left in her, she fought to control her 
emotions. 

If she came apart now, it would destroy everything 
that she and Rio had, even memories. 

She must not make him feel guilty for giving her 
what she had asked—demanded—of him. She had 
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been strong so many times in her life. She had to be 
strong once more. 

Just for a few minutes. 

Just long enough to say good-bye to the man she 
loved. 

Looking at her rigid back made Rio feel as though 
he had taken a punch to the gut. He tried to speak, 
failed, tried again. His voice was so tight it sounded 
like a stranger’s. 

‘Hope, if I don’t go now, it will just be worse when 
I do leave. And I will leave. I have to.” Then, with a 
self-hatred that clawed at both of them, he added bit- 
terly, “I knew I never should have touched you.” 

After a long moment Hope turned back to him, her 
face desperately calm. 

“You gave me as much as you could,” she said in a 
husky voice, “and that was much more than I ever ex- 
pected from any man. Don’t be angry with yourself for 
that. I’m not. I love you. And I know that my love isn’t 
enough for you. I knew it even before I fell in love.” 

He made a rough, anguished sound. 

Hope held her hand out to the brilliant dance of 
water, letting it wash over her fingers like the kisses 
she would never again share with him. 

“You gave me my dream,” she said. “I would give 
you your dream, but you don’t have one, and the one I 
dreamed for you wasn’t strong enough. So I'll give you 
all I can, all you want. The freedom of the wind.” 

“Hope.” Rio’s voice fragmented in a harsh kind of 
silence. His hands clenched again. “Oh, God, I wish I 
were a different man!” 





348 ELIZABETH LOWELL 


“No!” 

She closed her eyes, not trusting herself to look at or 
touch him. She heard his anger at himself twisting vi- 
ciously through every word, destroying him, destroy- 
ing her, destroying love. 

“Don’t hate yourself, Rio. If you do that, you’ ll hate 
me, too. I couldn’t bear that.” She took a ragged breath. 
“If you think of me at all after you leave, remember 
that I love you. All of you. Even the wind.” 

For an instant Hope thought she felt the warmth of 
his breath against her lips. Then the wind blew, taking 
everything away, the warmth and the man. 

When her eyes finally opened again, she was alone 
except for the long sigh of air through the canyon. 

“T love you, Brother-to-the-wind,’ she whispered. 

Nothing answered her but the silver dance of arte- 
sian water. 


el tL 





Twenty-six 


1S 


IN THE RESTRAINED silence that had become second 
nature to Hope in the weeks since Rio left, she drove 
Behemoth over the rough road leading into Wind 
Canyon. She made no attempt to talk to J. L. Hunsaker, 
the hydrologist who was going to pass judgment on the 
quality of Rio’s well. 

Hunsaker looked like he was on the downhill side of 
forty. He was lean as rawhide and burned dark from the 
sun. His clothes were those of a field engineer—sturdy 
and thick, like his lace-up boots. Even the wedding 
band on his left hand looked solid enough to take a 
beating. Streaks of silver shot through his dark brown 
hair, suggesting that the man himself had been hard 
used for his age. 

But there was nothing worn about his eyes. They were 
a pure brown, narrowed, and penetrating as he studied 
the dry, harsh land. He glanced up at the looming Perdi- 
das and the steep, eroded foothills that bordered the 


349 





350 ELIZABE PH‘LOWELL 


canyon. Nowhere was there any sign of water, not so 
much as a seep with a handful of green grass around it. 

Shifting in the seat, J. L. Hunsaker shook his head. 
“If you’d told me there was water here before we set 
out, I’d have said you were crazy.” 

Hope gave her passenger a quick glance and con- 
centrated again on the road. No matter how many 
times she drove it, the road always managed to give her 
a few bumpy surprises. 

“A lot of people thought I was crazy,” she said in a 
matter-of-fact voice. “Including the Reno bank that 
hired you. That’s why they’re demanding a survey of 
the well before they even consider a loan.” 

She hadn’t bothered to ask for another loan from 
Cottonwood Savings and Trust, even after the well 
came in. She would never again put herself in debt to 
anyone related to John Turner. 

“Who brought the well in for you?” Hunsaker asked. 

“A man called Rio.” 

“Rio?” Hunsaker turned toward her suddenly, his 
face alive with interest. “Big man? Black hair?” 

“Yes.” Her voice was clipped, almost curt. 

“Well, hell, if the bank had told me that, I’d have 
saved us all a trip. If Rio brought in your well, it’s as 
good as gold. Better,’ Hunsaker added, chuckling. 
“Cattle can’t drink gold.” 

Hope tried not to ask, but her hunger for news was 
greater than her pride. Maybe Hunsaker had seen or 
heard from Rio. 

“Do you know Rio?” she asked as casually as she 
could. 
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Hunsaker shrugged. “Can’t say as anyone really 
knows Rio. We went to school together. Colorado 
School of Mines.” 

Again Hope looked quickly at the hydrologist. 

“Yeah, I know. I look older than him,’ Hunsaker 
said. “I am. I did a stint in the military and Rio was 
barely sixteen when he started at the School of Mines. 
He had his master’s degree before he was twenty. Most 
brilliant man I’ve ever met.” 

Her hands clenched hard on the wheel. Too hard. 
The truck jerked and swerved as though protesting. 
Automatically she brought the heavy vehicle back into 
line. | 

Hunsaker braced himself when the water truck 
lurched over a particularly rough patch of road. He 
didn’t say anything about the hard ride. He was used to 
worse. At least this truck had a seat for passengers. He 
had been in some that had wooden benches just like a 
buckboard. 

“In college at sixteen?” she managed finally. “That 
must have been hard for Rio.” 

“Not the school part. Like I said, he was brilliant. 
But the people . . .” Hunsaker shrugged. “Rio was 
alone a lot. Being part Indian is no picnic in some 
places around the West. A lot of men would have 
grown up real mean if they’d been treated like him.” 

She remembered how Rio had fought Turner, swift 
and skilled and ruthless. She had wondered who taught 
Rio to fight, but she had never wondered why he had 
learned. She had known. 

“But Rio was different,’ Hunsaker said. ‘““When he 
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had a bellyful, he’d just go out into the mountains for 
a while and then come back . . . soothed, I guess. Yeah. 
Soothed.” He smiled rather grimly. “Course, the fact 
that he beat the hell out of more than one loudmouth 
son of a bitch soothed him from time to time, too, I 
imagine.” 

Hope’s hands tightened on Behemoth’s steering 
wheel until her knuckles were white. She couldn’t bear 
the thought of Rio being hurt for no better reason than 
an accident of birth. 

Like the woman who had been so blind and so stu- 
pid that she refused to have Rio’s child. The thought of 
it enraged Hope. 

She would give up even the well if she could have 
Rio’s baby. 

Maybe this time. Maybe February is the month my 
period won't come. 

‘How'd you meet Rio?” Hunsaker asked. 

He had to repeat the question twice before Hope 
heard him. She was lost in her memories and the 
yearning that never left her, the dream that she couldn’t 
help dreaming no matter how little chance it had to 
come true. 

One impossible dream had become real. Why not 
two? 

“People told him I needed a well,” she said. “Des- 
perately.” 

Hunsaker nodded. “Yeah. That’s Rio. Always ready 
to give a hand.” 

Hope remembered those hands, long-fingered and 
lean and strong. Skilled with machinery. Skilled with 
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horses. Skilled with her. So much to give and take and 
share. So little time. 

“Funny thing,” Hunsaker continued. “Rio was good, 
real good, at his work. He could have been rich ten 
times over. He could have taken that money and 
crammed it down the throat of every bigot he ever met.” 

“That wouldn’t be like him.” 

Hunsaker nodded. “Instead, he just drifted until he 
found someone that life had really dumped on. If they 
had the grit to fight, he’d help them. He didn’t ask for 
cash. They paid him in crops or cattle or a place to 
sleep, whatever they could afford. Bet he’s got stock 
pastured all over the West as part of his pay. But never 
money. No way.” 

“People paid him in dreams,” she said. 

“What?” 

“Rio is a man without dreams. When he finds peo- 
ple who can dream, he helps them, sharing their dream 
for a while.” 

There was a long silence while Hunsaker watched 
the land and quietly reassessed the woman who sat be- 
side him. 

‘Never thought of it that way, but you’re dead right,” 
he said finally. “You must have gotten closer to him 
than most.” 

She didn’t respond. 

Hunsaker opened the window, lit up a cigarette, and 
blew smoke out. Cold air poured in, but neither he nor 
she cared. Both of them were dressed for a winter hike. 

“Damn shame someone didn’t help Rio when he 
was still young enough to dream,” Hunsaker muttered. 
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“What do you mean?” 

“He had a hell of a childhood. Mother and father 
drank and he ran loose in the streets. When he got too 
wild they dumped him on the res with his grandparents 
and took off.” 

“How old was he?” 

‘Twelve, thirteen.” Hunsaker took a hard drag on the 
cigarette and sighed. “Don’t know what his grand- 
father did to straighten Rio out. That was one tough old 
Indian, from all I hear. Had about as much give in him 
as a rock.” 

Hope concentrated on the road, but it was Rio she 
saw, a younger Rio, defiant and lonely. “Are his par- 
ents still alive?” 

“Not hardly. They wrapped their car around a tele- 
phone pole on the way home from a bar. Rio must have 
been about fifteen then.” 

She flinched and gripped the wheel until her hands 
ached. Love for Rio poured through her like a molten 
river, painful and beautiful at once. If she could have, she 
would have taken every one of his hurts on herself, heal- 
ing him, freeing him to love. But that was even more im- 
possible than her dream of sharing her life with him. 

“Rough road,’ Hunsaker said. He grabbed the arm- 
rest as the truck jolted and bucked over a mound of 
rocks and loose sand. “Must be hard work for you 
coming out here, hauling water for your house and 
your stud.” 

Hope shrugged. It wasn’t the road that had brought 
the grim lines to her face, it was the loss of the man she 
loved. She wanted Hunsaker to keep talking, to share 
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with her his memories of Rio, every one of them. 
Maybe if she could collect enough memories, enough 
pieces of him, he would be whole again—and so 
would she. 

Hunsaker smoked in silence. 

“You must be a friend of Rio’s,’ she said at last. 
‘You know a lot about him.” 

Smiling, he drew on the cigarette again. “More like 
a fan. Rio’s kind of a hobby with me.” 

Startled, she glanced quickly at the hydrologist. “A 
hobby? What do you mean?” 

“T did my thesis on dowsing. Thought it was a crock 
of shit, no two ways about it.” 

“You aren’t the only one.” 

“Yeah. Well, Rio heard about my thesis. He looked 
me up and told me I was dead wrong. I didn’t take real 
kindly to it.” | 

Hope wasn’t surprised. For all his slow western 
drawl, Hunsaker was a hard man. 

“What happened?” she asked. “Fists and boots at 
dawn?” 

Hunsaker laughed. “No, ma’am. Even back then, I 
wasn’t a fool. Rio was maybe seventeen, but you for- 
got that when you looked him in the eye. He was one 
tough son of a bitch. I kept the argument to words and 
theories and formulas.” 

“You didn’t convince him.” 

“Nope. And I wouldn’t listen to him. So we went 
head to head on a piece of desert west of here. I had my 
compasses, survey maps, Satellite photos, laser- 
sighting devices, the whole damned shooting match.” 
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“T wish I'd seen it.” 

Hunsaker smiled ruefully, remembering. “Not much 
to see. Rio found water before I’d finished my prelim- 
inary survey.” 

“Really?” 

“As ever was. Made the hair on my neck stand 
straight up.” 

A shiver of memory went over Hope, soft electrical 
shocks flowing, Rio’s eyes black and deep with un- 
canny knowledge. 

Hunsaker shifted on the bouncing seat and stared 
out the window at the unpromising land. “Finding 
water is my profession, and I’m damned if I can figure 
out how water witching works.” He stubbed out his 
cigarette in his traveling ashtray, folded it up, and put 
it back in the rucksack between his feet. “So I collect 
stories about dowsing while I’m out doing hydrologi- 
cal surveys. Rio’s name comes up regular as the sun. 
He’s been finding water since he was thirteen.” 

Hope made a startled sound. 

“It’s true,’ Hunsaker said. “Like dowsing. Odd but 
still true. You see, I know a lot of facts about Rio—his 
parents, grandparents, the wells he’s found, the people 
he’s helped, the horses he’s tamed, the men he’s 
fought, the women he could have had and didn’t.” 

For a moment Hope felt light-headed, almost dizzy. 

“But I don’t know anything about him, not really,” 
Hunsaker said. “Not even his name. No one does. A 
real private kind of man. Never shared his secrets with 
anyone.” 

My true name is Brother-to-the-wind. 
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Rio’s words echoed in Hope’s mind, making her 
throat ache and her eyes burn with unshed tears. He 
had shared so much with her, given so much to her, 
taken so much less from her than she wanted to give. 

Behemoth slithered over the last sandy patch in the 
road, breasted a small rise, and stopped. Ahead lay a 
rippling silver bowl! of water. A small artesian fountain 
danced above the surface of the new pond. 

As though in a trance, Hunsaker got out of the truck. 
He walked to the edge of the pond without looking 
away from the silver transformations of the water. 

Hope followed. The surprise of seeing water danc- 
ing in the midst of stone was new each time. So was 
the pain of remembering. She took off her hat and 
stood while the wind caressed her with restless, trans- 
parent fingers. 

“T will be damned,” Hunsaker said reverently. 

After a few more minutes, he shook himself and hauled 
out some forms. His questions came in a rapid stream. As 
she answered, he filled in blanks with a mechanical pen- 
cil. When she told him how deep they had gone to get 
water, the pencil lifted. He looked straight at her. 

“You got guts, lady. Anyone else see have given 
up halfway down.” 

Instead of answering, she simply watched the mira- 
cle of water in a dry land. 

“No wonder you’re broke,” he said. “That’s a hell of 
a lot of pipe, mud, and supplies.’ He paused. “Heard 
you sold everything but your stud to pay for the well.” 

She closed her eyes, haunted by memories of beau- 
tiful black Angus waiting patiently for grain. 
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“Yes,” she said simply. 

Hunsaker measured the height of the artesian foun- 
tain falling into the pond that filled the hollow where 
the well had been drilled. “How much has the fountain 
gone down since it first came in?” 

‘After the first few minutes it didn’t diminish at all.” 

His eyebrows rose. “Good solid flow. Going to put a 
lid on it?” 

“Not right away. I know I should, but . . .” Her voice 
faded. 

“Yeah, I know what you mean. That pulsing water is 
something to see, isn’t it? You know, you could put a 
small dam down in that crease.” 

Slowly she focused on Hunsaker. “What?” 

He pointed toward a dip in the rim of land sur- 
rounding the pond. There, water rippled out toward the 
canyon floor below, creating a stream where none had 
ever before flowed. 

“Drill a pipe through the base of the rim and let grav- 
ity do the rest,” he said. “If that’s not enough punch, in- 
stall a wind-driven pump. That way you could have 
piped water and your artesian fountain, too.” 

She smiled, pleased by the idea. 

For a moment Hunsaker simply stared at her. It was 
the first time she had smiled in all the hours that he had 
been with her. 

“Don’t worry about your ranch, ma’am. When the 
bank gets my recommendations, they’ll lend you 
enough to get started again. It won’t be a quarter what 
you need,” he added bluntly, “because wells are dicey 
things. But you’ve got plenty of guts. You’Il make it.” 
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“Thank you.” 

“Don’t thank me.” He watched the rippling water 
with something close to awe. “Thank Rio. For a man 
without dreams, he sure as hell has made a lot of them 
come true.” 


Robert Moran’s ranch was even more remote than the 
Valley of the Sun. Colorado’s high, snow-covered 
mountains rose in jagged crowns against the cobalt- 
blue sky, but where Rio stood, the land was flat, dry, a 
frozen February landscape that offered no hint of the 
summer ahead. 

“That you, Rio?” Moran asked, rushing out of his 
new barn. His breath was a silver burst in the instants 
before the wind swept it away. “Thought I recognized 
the truck. Coming to check on your cattle and the 
well?” 

Rio didn’t know why he was there. He only knew 
that, like the wind, he had to keep moving. He shook 
Moran’s hand. 

“No, ’'m just...” Rio’s voice died. Restless, angry, 
hungry. “Moving around, like always. How have you 
been?” 

“Marti will be smiling to see your truck in the 
yard. She’s in town right now. One of the kids had an 
ear infection. Other than that, all of us are healthy as 
horses and fat as pigs, thanks to the well you found 
for us.” 


“My pleasure,” Rio said simply. 
And it had been. 
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“You should see your cattle,’ Moran said enthusias- 
tically. “They’re multiplying like flies. I’m thinking 
you'll want to cull some. That’s why I left word down 
to Rimrock for you to come see me. I didn’t want to 
sell any of yours without you okaying it.” 

“Our deal was that you would treat my cattle just 
like yours. Nothing has changed.” 

Moran smiled. “Fine. Pll put the money in your 
account or in better bloodlines, whichever you 
choose.” 

“Better cattle.” 

“You got it. Come on to the house and put your gear 
in the spare room. Marti must have known you were 
coming, because she baked enough cookies to bury us 
chin-deep. After dinner, we’ Il—” 

“IT won’t be staying,” Rio interrupted softly. 

“Of course you are. Marti would have my hide if I 
let you get away.” 

‘Maybe next time.” 

Moran started to say something else, then looked at 
Rio, really looked at him, for the first time. Rio was 
drawn, filed down, honed to the kind of edge that could 
cut everything in reach. 

“Well, sure,’ Moran said. “Maybe you’ll see Marti 
on the road back.” 

‘Maybe. Say hello to her for me.” 

“Sure. Where you going in such a rush?” 

Rio didn’t answer. He didn’t know. He only knew 
that he must leave. 

As he went back to his truck, the wind blew rest- 
lessly, freely. It combed his hair, tugged at his sheep- 
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skin jacket, and whispered to him about the woman 
who had looked at him, seen him, and loved everything 
she saw. 

Even the wind. 





Twenty-seven 


1S 


GRINNING, MASON PUT a final twist on the connection 
that would bring water from Rio’s well into the old 
network that had been serviced by the wells that had 
gone dry. May first was the beginning of a new life for 
the Valley of the Sun. 

Hite. er rip, honey!’ 

Hope turned the valve. After a moment, water 
churned and thundered into the cistern buried beneath 
her feet. | 

Behemoth had made its last run to Rio’s well to 
bring water. She had replaced the ancient truck with an 
expensive, gleaming pipeline that snaked back along 
the old road starting from the ranch house and ending 
in Wind Canyon’s shadowed depths. Within a week, 
other pipelines would be finished. Then there would be 
a network of thick silver straws leading to troughs 
where range cattle could drink during the dry months 
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~ of summer. Other lines had been laid so crops could be 
irrigated. 

There weren’t any cattle yet. Even with the new 
loan, she didn’t have enough money to replace her 
herds. She would have to start with calves and go from 
there. If the crops this year were good, if the alfalfa and 
oat hay grew thick and rich, there would be enough 
money and feed to buy and fatten up beef calves in the 
autumn. 

Autumn. 

Rio had come to her in the autumn, telling her that 
he would find water. It had been in autumn that he had 
first made love to her while a cold wind blew. 

The memory shook her even as wind had shaken the 
house that night. 

Her fingers curled around the cold steel valve and 
she hung on, waiting for the storm of yearning to 
sweep through her, leaving her spent. Each time it hap- 
pened, she told herself that her memories of Rio would 
grow dimmer with each passing day. 

They hadn’t. 

They had grown even as the life in her womb grew, 
thriving in the secret places of her body, stronger with 
each hour. She could hardly wait until next autumn, 
when Rio’s baby would be born. She ached to hold it 
to her breast and hear its tiny cries. 

‘Prettiest sound I ever did hear,’ Mason said with 
satisfaction, listening to the rush of water. 

When Hope didn’t answer, he glanced at her. The 
distant, strained look on her face told him that she was 
somewhere else. He frowned and bit back a curse. She 
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hadn’t been the same since Rio left. It wasn’t just that 
she didn’t smile easily or laugh at all. She was just dif- 
ferent. A woman now, no girl left in her. 

The Valley of the Sun had always been important to 
her, but it was more than that now. It was everything. 

In the three months since Rio had left the ranch, 
other men had come. They had asked Hope to church 
and to barbecues, to movies and to parties. Her answer 
was always the same, no matter how handsome or re- 
spectable the man was. 

No. 

Mason had chided her once, telling her that she 
should go out and enjoy herself. The look she had 
given him had been enough to make him flinch, but all 
She had said was, [’m a one-man woman. 

The sound of a heavy truck driving into the yard be- 
tween the barn and the house pulled Hope out of her 
autumn dreams. She looked at Mason. He shook his 
head. 

‘Nope,’ he said. “I didn’t order nothing.” 

Rio! He’s come back! 

The thought was like lightning—hot, blinding. She 
didn’t know that there was a flash of raw hope on her 
face as she turned and ran toward the sound. Nor did 
she know that every bit of light faded from her eyes 
when she saw that a stranger drove the truck. 

“Lost?” she asked evenly as the driver rolled down 
his window. 

The man was at least fifty, as weathered as the hills, 
and about as talkative. ““Yer name Hope?” 

YES. 
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“Where ya want it?” 

“What?” 

“Seed.” He jerked a grizzled chin toward the truck 
bed. 

She peered around the cab and saw the bags of oat 
hay and alfalfa seed. “I didn’t order any seed.” 

He nodded and waited impatiently for her to answer 
his question so that he could unload his truck and get 
back to his farm. 

“Tf I didn’t order any seed, then that’s not my seed 
in the truck,” Hope pointed out reasonably. 

“Rio sez bring it. I brung it.” He stared at her, wait- 
ing to be told where to put the seed. 

She stared back, speechless, a single word echoing 
through her mind and body and soul: Rio. 

A look of exasperation crossed the stranger’s un- 
shaven face. “Where ya want it?” 

Mason came up behind Hope. “You say Rio sent 
you with this seed?” 

“Ain’t this Hope Gardener’s spread?” 

“This is her ranch,’ Mason said. 

“So where you want it?” 

“Pll show you where to put the seed,” Mason said. 

‘Bout time,” the man muttered. 

Having exhausted his well of small talk, the stranger 
revved his truck’s engine and slowly followed Mason. 

Bewildered, Hope watched the man back up to one 
of the storage sheds and begin unloading bag after bag 
of seed. He answered no questions, asked none, and re- 
fused anything more than a cup of coffee. 

After the man left, Hope and Mason stood side by 
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side in the shed, looking at the unexpected delivery. 
Silently Mason pulled out a worn folding knife, 
opened a blade, and slit the top of a bag. 

Smooth, rich, plump, the satiny contents cascaded 
from his hands and whispered back into the sack. 

‘Prime,’ he said softly, “really prime seed.” 

Hope didn’t answer. She simply thrust. her hands 
wrist-deep into the seed and lifted. When she poured 
seeds from one hand to the other, she saw fields green 
with alfalfa and shimmering gold with oats. There was | 
thousands of dollars worth of seed stacked neatly in 
the shed, sacks pregnant with future harvests. 

With Rio’s seed she could begin rebuilding the Val- 
ley of the Sun. 


When Hope slept that night she dreamed of Rio’s 
child, her child, their child, running through fields 
thick with grain and sweet with alfalfa flowers. The 
dream slowly changed, filled with the muted thunder 
of rain. She woke up in a rush, only to find that it 
wasn’t rain that had awakened her, but trucks. 

She ran to the window and simply stared. A convoy 
of cattle trucks was driving into the ranch yard. Above 
the roar of diesels came the concerted bawling of year- 
ling steers. 

Rio? 

Again, like lightning, the thought scored across 
Hope’s emotions. 

She yanked on her clothes with fierce speed, kicking 
into her boots even as she shoved her arms into her jacket. 
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When she ran into the front yard the sun was barely an in- 
candescent fingernail hooked over Eagle Peak. 

A broad-shouldered, bluff-looking man climbed 
down out of the first cattle truck’s high cab. His mo- 
tions were stiff, those of someone who had been on the 
road a long time. 

“You Hope?” he asked. 

She looked up into his ruddy, wind-roughed face. 
Yeas 

‘“‘Name’s Martin,” he said, holding out his hand. 

Hope shook it, feeling as though she was still 
asleep, still dreaming. The sound and smell of cattle 
swirled around her on the dawn wind, stirring her. She 
had missed the earthy smells and plaintive bawls of 
cattle. She looked at them yearningly. 

“Yeah, you’re Hope, all right,’ Martin said, smiling. 
“He told me, ‘Look for a woman with dreams in her 
eyes: 7 

Hope’s eyes widened, revealing hazel depths where 
both gold and shadows turned. “Rio sent you?” 

“Sure did. Where do you want the calves?” 

“But I didn’t order—” Her voice broke. She swal- 
lowed and tried again. “Mr. Martin—” 

“Just Martin, ma’am.” 

‘Martin,’ she said somewhat desperately. She 
didn’t know a gentle way to tell this stranger that he 
had made a long drive for nothing. She hadn’t or- 
dered cows because there wasn’t enough money to 
pay for them. Not yet. Not until she harvested and 
sold a few crops. “I’m sorry. I can’t afford to buy 
your cattle.” 
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Martin shook his head. “Nothing was said about 
money, ma’am. Didn’t Rio tell you we were coming?” 

She shook her head mutely. 

“Yeah, well, that’s Rio. He was edgy as hell when I 
talked to him. Never saw a man so restless. He came 
four months early and didn’t hardly even stay for a cup 
of coffee. Just gave me your name and told me to ship 
whatever I owed him down here.” 

“Down here?” Hope shook her head and fought 
for breath. She felt like she was drowning in the 
soaring dawn and the bawI of cattle. “Where are you 
from?” 

“Montana, way up by the Canadian border. Don’t 
mind telling you, it was some trick to comb these year- 
ling steers out of a storm and ship them through the 
worst spring I’ve seen in decades.” He smiled sud- 
_denly, his dark eyes alive with laughter. “Not that I 
minded. Not a bit. If Rio had said drive his cows to 
Hawaii, I’d have loaded them up and driven west until 
my hat floated.” 

She just stared at him. 

Martin looked over to the pastures opposite the 
house. “That fence in the bigger pasture strong enough 
to hold back a few yearlings?” 

Closing her eyes, Hope forced herself to breathe. 
The earthy smell of cattle was more beautiful to her 
than roses. 

“Yes,” she said, opening her eyes. “Follow me.” 

She turned and walked toward the big gate leading 
into the pasture. She didn’t know where she was going 
to find food for all the cattle—there had to be hundreds 
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of them, and even now another truck was pulling up to 
the ranch. Although the winter had been mild, there 
hadn’t been much rain. There wasn’t much natural 
food for the cattle. 

Then she realized that she could buy hay with the 
money she had earmarked for seed. Relief made her 
light-headed. She shook it off. She didn’t want to miss 
one instant of watching cattle streaming back into the 
Valley of the Sun’s empty pastures. 

Yearling Herefords crowded down the truck ramps 
and spread over the pasture in a rich russet tide. Wind 
sighed and curled through the yard, making dust into a 
glittering golden veil rising with the dawn. The bawl- 
ing of cattle rose to meet the cataract of sunrise spilling 
down the Perdidas’ rugged slopes. 

Hardly able to believe her eyes, Hope leaned on the 
pasture fence and simply watched cattle returning to 
her ranch. 

Martin watched Hope for a long time before he 
walked up to stand beside her. She turned to him with 
a smile that made him wish she wasn’t Rio’s woman. 
But he didn’t doubt that she was. It had been in Rio’s 
eyes when he spoke her name—and in hers when she 
spoke his. 

“They’re beautiful,’ she said, emotion thickening in 
her voice. 

Martin laughed as he looked at the wild-eyed, 
winter-lean yearlings fanning across the pasture. 
“You're a rancher, all right. Nobody else would think 
those ragged steers were beautiful.” 

She hesitated, watching Martin from the corner of 
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her eye, wanting to know how Rio had looked, if he 
was happy or sad, well or drawn out to a fine humming 
wire of tension. 

Like her. 

Restless. Edgy as hell. 

Like Rio. 

“T didn’t know they were short of water in northern 
Montana,” she said, fishing delicately for information. 

Martin gave her an amused look. “Not the part I’m 
from. I met Rio a different way.” 

She turned and looked at Martin directly, silently 
urging him to talk, drinking each word the way thirsty 
land drinks water. 

“Twelve years ago I found three men driving about 
forty of my cattle into Canada,” Martin said simply. “I 
should have gone for help, but I was so damn mad I 
just waded right in. You see, those cows were every 
penny I had in the world back then.” 

Hope made a sound of sympathy. She knew just 
how he felt. 

Martin shook his head, remembering the younger 
and much more foolhardy man he had been. He drew 
out a pipe, packed it with tobacco, and lit it with a 
special lighter. The pungent fragrance of his pipe 
mingled with the smell of cattle, dust, and a dry 
wind. 

“Well, to make a long story short,’ Martin said, 
“those rustlers beat hell out of me and left me for dead. 
I would have been, too, if Rio hadn’t happened along. 
He patched me up, got me to a doctor, and disappeared 
before I could thank him.” 
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She wasn’t surprised. “He wouldn’t have waited 
around for thanks.” 

“No, ma’am. He had bigger fish to fry, and he fried 
them up real crisp. When I got home again a week 
later, every last one of my cows was back like nothing 
had ever happened.” 

Her breath came in swiftly. “What happened to the 
rustlers?” 

“T didn’t ask. Rio didn’t say.” Martin puffed hard, 
savored smoke, and continued, “He stayed and ran 
things until I was on my feet again. I told him that half 
of everything I owned was his. He refused it, saying 
even God only took a tenth, and God was a hell of a lot 
more useful than one crossbreed Indian.” 

Hope’s eyelids flinched in pain for the man she 
loved, giving so much, taking so little in return. 

“Rio never asked a thing from me until now,” Mar- 
tin said. Smiling, he added, “I’ve done right well for 
myself and Rio in those years.” 


Martin and his men left a few hours later. Hope and 
Mason spent the rest of the day turning on pipelines 
and putting out the hay that had remained after she had 
sold her cattle to pay for Rio’s well. 

Tired but smiling, Mason and Hope finally sat down 
to dinner. They had barely picked up their forks when 
two huge hay trucks rumbled up the road. She and 
Mason looked at each other and got up without a word. 
As soon as they reached the yard a familiar greeting 
rang out. 


—— 
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‘Where you want it?” 

Hope’s mouth opened, closed. 

Mason walked up to the first truck. The driver was 
a rail-thin man with a gray mustache that was no wider 
than the string tie that circled the collar of his pale 
western shirt. 

“You sure you aren’t lost?” Mason asked. 

‘Ranch gate said Valley of the Sun. That’s where he 
sent me.” 

“He?” Hope stepped forward. “Are you talking 
about Rio?” 

“Yes, ma’am. I’m Tim Webster. My wife Betty is driv- 
ing the other truck. We brought our boys for the heavy 
work, because Rio said you didn’t have any hands.” 

“Where are you from?” 

‘Southern New Mexico.” 

Hope took a breath. Northern Montana. New Mex- 
ico. Rio was everywhere but Nevada. “Show them 
where to put it, Mason. I'll see about some food for 
everyone.” 

The Webster family stayed long enough to unload 
the hay, eat, and drink quarts of coffee. When Hope of- 
fered beds for the night, the Websters refused. 

“Thank you, but we need to get back to the ranch,’ 
Tim said. “Now, you remember what I told you. This 
isn’t but a handful of what we owe Rio. You ever come 
up short of feed, you give us a holler. We’ll start load- 
ing trucks before you hang up.” 

Their simple generosity moved Hope. “Thank you,” 
she said huskily, “but I hope it won’t be needed, now 
that the ranch has a reliable well for irrigation.” 
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“Just the same, you remember. Without Rio, Betty 
and me wouldn’t have a handful of spit between us. 
We don’t forgot what we owe him. We never will.” 


The next afternoon two more cattle trucks arrived. 
Hope watched the dust plumes rise behind the trucks 
and she thought she couldn’t be surprised anymore. 
She was wrong. 

When the lead truck turned, she could see the name 
on its long black trailer: MCNALLY’S BLACK ANGUS. 

Hot and cold chills chased over her skin. She had 
bought Sweetheart from McNally, and sold her back to 
him. Dazed, she watched the rig drive up. A big man in 
worn jeans and an expensive leather jacket climbed 
down. He walked up to her with a smile as wide as his 
broad face. 

“McNally?” Hope’s voice was ragged. “What are 
you doing here?” 

He just kept smiling and looking around at the ranch 
where late afternoon sunlight flowed like honey across 
the land. “Didn’t really notice it last time, but this is a 
pretty little place you have. Mite dry, but Rio said he 
fixed that.” 

Numb, she just stared at McNally. 

Mason walked up and stood beside her, looking at 
the black trucks. 

With a muffled groan, McNally stretched like a man 
who had spent too many hours behind the wheel. Then 
he looked at Hope and grinned. “‘Well, darlin’, where 
do you want your Angus?” 
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She couldn’t have spoken if her life required it. 

Next to Hope, Mason laughed and swore softly. He 
gestured to the other driver, showing him the empty 
pasture gate where the Angus had been when McNally 
bought them back. 

After the big rig was maneuvered into the opening 
and the ramp lowered, Hope’s voice came back. 

“My Angus?” she said, turning on McNally. “If they 
belong to anyone, they belong to Rio.” 

_ “That sure isn’t what he said.” McNally pulled on 
his Stetson’s pale rim, steadying the hat against the 
playful tugs of the wind. Then he touched the side of 
the black metal trailer. “These cattle are yours, Hope. 
Every last hair on their shiny hides.” 

“T can’t take them. I haven’t done anything to earn 
them.” 

McNally looked at Hope with pale blue eyes that saw 
through her carefully controlled voice to the unhappy 
woman beneath. ““That’s not what Rio told me. He said 
you sold your cattle, your horses, your future, everything, 
because you believed in him. When anyone else would 
have cut their losses and run, you stuck it out. And you 
did it knowing full well what the odds against you were.” 

She didn’t say anything, just shook her head. 

McNally smiled strangely. “That reached Rio down 
deep, down where nobody ever touched him before. 
Kind of opened him up and made him bleed. These 
cattle are yours.” 

“IT can’t take them.” 

“Watch you don’t get trampled, ma’am,” called the 
driver as he freed the cattle. 
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Gently Mason and McNally crowded Hope back out 
of the way of the cattle that were coming out of the 
truck. She didn’t. object anymore. She couldn’t. She 
had recognized the first of the sleek black cows to walk 
down the ramp. 

“Sweetheart.” 

The cow’s head came up at the familiar voice. She am- 
bled down the ramp and nudged Hope with a broad, damp 
muzzle, looking for grain. Her calves followed her, grown 
and half-grown, dense black cattle walking down the 
ramp and drifting over the familiar pasture to pick at the 
new growth that winter rains had called from the land. 

The wind followed them, ruffling their thick, glossy 
coats. 

“T can’t take them,’ Hope said again. She clenched 
her hands so that she wouldn’t rub them down Sweet- 
heart’s solid barrel. “These cows never belonged to 
Rio. You bought them from me. They’re yours.” 

McNally tugged on his hat brim. “Without Rio I 
wouldn’t have a pot to piss in or a window to throw it 
out of.” 

Hope closed her eyes against the temptation of her 
Angus just within reach. The future of the Valley of the 
Sun had come home. 

“Rio was only fifteen when he found water for me,” 
McNally continued. “I gave him three Angus heifers 
and the use of my best bull. He never came back for 
them or their calves until this year.” 

Hope made a sound of protest. 

McNally kept talking. “When it came time to sort 
out what was Rio’s, we both just kind of decided that 
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these Angus had his name on them. Now, if you don’t 
agree, you're just going to have to take it up with him. 
I sure as hell don’t plan on crossing him.” 

Without meaning to, Hope found her hands rubbing 
through Sweetheart’s warm coat. She opened her eyes 
and saw her fingers curling into the thick, springy mat 
of black that covered the cow’s broad barrel. 

“These cattle are Rio’s,’ she said huskily. “For as 
long as the water flows.” 

‘““There’s a new one in here,” McNally said, going to 
the back of his own truck. “I’d recommend the barn for 
this one, but it’s your choice.” 

Hope and Mason followed McNally to his truck. He 
opened the back and let down a stout ramp. 

With ponderous grace, a massive black bull walked 
out of the truck. Every rippling muscle shouted the an- 
imal’s fine breeding. Though the bull could have eas- 
ily crushed the people standing nearby, he stood at the 
bottom of the ramp, waiting for McNally’s signal. 
When McNally spoke softly, the bull watched him 
with calm, very dark eyes. 

“No.” Hope made a choked sound. “That bull is 
worth more than my whole herd of Angus put together. 
I can’t take him.” 

“You want me to tell Rio that you couldn’t find 
room in your barn for his bull?” McNally asked 
blandly. 

“Yes. No.” Hope’s voice broke over the despair set- 
tling like ice in her, freezing her. “Damn you, Rio,” 
she cried hoarsely. “I didn’t want you to feel guilty 
about me!” 
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She turned and ran into the ranch house. The front 
door slammed behind her. 

Mason and McNally exchanged a long look. 

Then they led Rio’s bull to its new home in the Val- 
ley of the Sun. 








Twenty-eight 
1S 


BEFORE DAYBREAK the next morning, Hope lay in bed, 
her mind a turmoil. Through the open window, wind 
brought the random scents and sounds of the newly ar- 
rived Angus moving through the dawn, snuffling at the 
hay that had been put out. The scents and sounds of her 
dream. 

Rio’s cattle. Rio’s hay. Rio’s seed. 

Rio’s well. 

But the dream was hers, dreamed for herself and for 
the man who had no dreams. 

Just as the sun rose over Eagle Peak and spilled 
down into her bedroom, several pickup trucks rattled 
into the yard. The slam of a truck door and a man’s 
voice hailing the house brought Hope upright in bed, 
her heart hammering with a sudden wild hope. 

Rio? 

She pulled on her clothes, kicked into her boots, and 
raced down the stairs. The yard in front of the barn was 
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alive with pickup trucks hauling horse trailers. Three, 
four, five trucks, each pulling a four- or six-horse 
trailer. 

Drivers climbed out, stretched, and called back and 
forth between the trucks with the rough voices of men 
who had been up all night drinking coffee and smok- 
ing cigarettes. 

‘Mornin’, ma’am. You be Hope?” the closest driver 
asked when he saw her. The man was tall and thin, 
with a Tennessee accent running like a warm river 
through his speech. 

eh = Se 

“Pleasure, ma’am,” he said, touching the brim of his 
hat. He turned his head, whistled shrilly through his 
teeth, and called, “Yo! Jake! This here is Rio’s woman!” 

Jake trotted over, shook Hope’s hand, and asked, 
“Where do you want us to put our gear?” 

“What?” 

“Our gear, ma’am. Rio said you needed help.” 

“T can’t afford to pay you,” she said bluntly. 

Jake’s smile was as gentle as his teeth were crooked. 
“Makes no never mind, ma’am. We couldn’t pay Rio, 
neither. Didn’t stop him none. Won’t stop us.” 

“But—” 

“Ma’am,” Jake interrupted softly, “I sure do hope 
you're not going to put us crosswise of Rio. He’s got 
his heart set on us being here.” 

In the end Mason led everyone to the second 
bunkhouse, where they all pitched in and started clean- 
ing. Other than Jake and the tall man from Tennessee, 
the rest of the “men” were hardly more than boys. 
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But they had handled cattle and horses all their lives, 
and it showed. Horses began flowing out of the trailers 
in a calm, multicolored stream. They were sturdy, sea- 
soned ponies that didn’t have to be told which end of a 
cow bit and which kicked. 

Hope watched and told herself that she would sort it 
out later, when she was awake. Right now it was 
enough just to hear the familiar, rhythmic music of 
shod hooves in the ranch yard again. 

“Ma’am?” Jake called. 

nes 

“This one’s yours.’ He led Dusk out of a trailer. 
“Rio said how you liked to ride at night, and he was 
worried about you getting on a spooky pony.” 

Hope didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t ridden 
since she sold her mares. She had been afraid to risk 
her pregnancy on one of Storm Walker’s friendly buck- 
ing sessions. 

“Rio,” she whispered to the wind. “How can I forget 
you when you keep sending me what is yours?” 

Cool wind rushed over her face, her throat, her burn- 
ing eyes. 

But she wouldn’t cry. She hadn’t cried when Rio 
left. She refused to start now. 


Rio stood alone on a high ridge, looking over land that 
had once been green with forests. The trees had long 
since turned to stone. The land had been rich with 
water, water that had sunk down into the earth, water 
that now was far older than mankind. 
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The wind moaned around him, tugging at him. 

Well, brother, Rio thought wearily, you’ve blown 
me all over the West. Now what? What undiscovered 
country do you have left? What secrets haven’t you 
showed me? 

Currents of air as solid as hands buffeted him, forc- 
ing him to turn his back, close his eyes, and hang on to 
his hat. Abruptly the wind dropped to a whisper, and 
that whisper was a name. 

Rio got back in his truck and started driving. 

Fleeing. 

But wherever he went, the wind was always there 
ahead of him, waiting. 

Whispering. 


In the days and weeks that followed, by twos and fives 
and tens, beef and breeding cattle from every state 
west of the Rockies arrived at the Valley of the Sun. 
Hope gave up objecting to the men who drove the 
trucks. Despite differences in age and wealth, the men 
all were alike in one way: they weren’t going to disap- 
point the man called Rio. 

As Hope’s fifth month without Rio began, she 
thought she had accepted it all: the loss of Rio and 
the gain of the well, the loss of Rio and the gain of 
the cattle, the loss of Rio and the gain of his child. 
She thought she was strong enough to see him in 
every sunrise, hear his name in every wind, taste him 
in every silver drop of water from his well, remem- 
ber him with every breath she took; she could take all 
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of that without destroying herself in endless longing 
for him. 

And then one more afternoon came, one more stock 
truck drove into the yard, and one more man asked her, 
“Where do you want them?” 

In unnatural silence Hope watched him lead horses 
down the ramp and into the corral. They were magnif- 
icent, long-legged mares with clear eyes and powerful 
haunches and life running through them like leashed 
lightning. Mares cakewalking across the yard, their 
heads raised high, nostrils flared to drink the scent of 
the wind sweeping down from the Perdidas. Wind ruf- 
fled silky manes and tails, whispered to pricked ears 
the secrets of the land, and then sped on. 

Hope stood motionless, enthralled by the mares’ 
beauty. A dream swirled within her, a vision of the fu- 
ture when Storm Walker’s foals would grow sleek and 
strong, running through fields where grass never failed 
and water always flowed. 

Rio’s stock and her land and their child, and the 
artesian fountain he had found hidden deep within 
rock, ancient water flowing, an endless promise of life. 

The Valley of the Sun was truly alive again. 

Tears flowed silently, helplessly, down Hope’s 
cheeks. She hadn’t cried when Rio left or in all the long 
hours since then. But she couldn’t stop crying now. To 
see her family’s dream come true, her father’s dream, 
her own dream, and yet to be alone within that 
dream... 

Blindly she turned and made her way to the barn. 

Jake and Mason saw her coming, then saw her tears 
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and her fumbling fingers as she grabbed a familiar bri- 
dle. Gently Jake took the bridle from her hands. 

“Going for a ride?’ Mason asked. 

Unable to speak, she nodded. 

“Then you'll want Dusk,” Jake said. 

She nodded again. 

The two men went off and quickly returned with 
Dusk. Though it was a very mild day, Jake took off his 
big denim jacket and wrapped it around Hope. 

“It gets right cool in some of those canyons,” he 
said. 

She didn’t say anything. 

Mason handed her the reins, and both men watched 
her ride out of the yard. 

“She going to be all right?” Jake asked in a low 
voice. 

‘She better be,” Mason growled, “or I’m gonna skin 
that thickheaded son of a bitch and use his hide to wipe 
my boots.” 

Jake smiled a bit grimly. “Holler if you need help. 
Me and the boys, well,” he said, shrugging, “we owe 
Rio, but that’s one damned fine woman eating her 
heart out over him.” 

Mason and Jake went back to their barn chores. 
They had stalls to muck out, grain to pour, hay and 
straw to bring, horses to groom, shoes to check: all the 
small, endless tasks that went into owning horses. 
After that there were fences to ride, pipelines to check, 
machinery to repair. The list was as long as it was nec- 
essary. 

Just as the men finished up in the barn, a pickup 
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truck pulled into the front yard. A tall, broad- 
shouldered man climbed out and looked around slowly. 

As one, Mason and Jake headed for him. 

“Howdy, Rio,’ Mason said. “Come to check on your 
stock?” | 

Reluctantly Rio turned away from the ranch house. 
He still didn’t know why he was here. He only knew 
that the wind had made it impossible for him to stay 


away. 
“Hello, Mason, Jake,’ Rio said, shaking hands with 
each man. “How is...’ His voice died, but he couldn’t 


keep from watching the door to the house. 

“The livestock are fine,’ Mason said, but it was the 
house Rio was looking at, his eyes shaded by the brim 
of his hat. Mason smiled thinly. “Come and take a look 
at all the changes.” 

“Not yet.” 

“Got something else in mind?” Mason prodded. 

‘“Where’s Hope?” Rio asked bluntly. 

“Riding,” Jake said, his voice neutral and his eyes 
burning. 

“Where.” It was a demand, not a question. 

Jake waved his hand casually. “Out there. She’s 
been real edgy. Spends a lot of time out on the 
range.” 

“She should be happy,” Rio said in a rough voice. 
‘She has her dream.” 

Jake shrugged. “She ain’t.” — 

“She cried for you,” Mason said. “Don’t ever hurt 
her like that again.” 

Rio hissed a word though his teeth and knew that he 
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should go. He stared at the house with dark, narrowed 
eyes. 

“Where is she, Mason? And don’t give me any crap 
about ‘out there.’ She knows better than to ride off 
alone without telling anyone where she’s going. You 
know better than to let her.” 

“Who said she was alone?” Mason retorted. “Lots 
of prime young bucks have come sniffing around since 
you left.” 

For an instant something terrible flickered in Rio’s 
eyes. Then he remembered the truth that he had dis- 
covered about Hope. She was a one-man woman. He 
was her man. 

That wouldn’t change in five months or five years or 
five hundred. 

And he wouldn’t change either. Brother-to-the- 
wind. Nothing had changed except the pain. It was 
worse every day, every hour, every breath. 

‘Where is she?” he asked bleakly. 

“Tf you hurt her again—” Mason began. 

Then Rio turned away from the house and Mason 
saw his eyes. However much Hope hurt, she wasn’t 
alone. 

“Well, hell,’ Mason muttered. 

“Yes,” Rio said, turning away again. “Hell.” 

“If you were hurting, where would you go?” Mason 
asked. 

“The only place I haven’t been yet—Wind Canyon.” 

“Nice place,’ Jake said blandly. 

“One of Hope’s favorites,” Mason added. 

“Is she there?” 


BEAUTIFUL DREAMER 387 


The men simply watched Rio with eyes that held 
both sympathy and anger. 

Abruptly Rio turned around and went back to his 
truck. 


Dusk knew where to go without being told. Hope often 
rode her there. The mare took to the dirt road eagerly, 
remembering that the grass in Wind Canyon had grown 
lush and sweet around the new pond. 

Hope rode without thinking about it, still lost in the 
moment when she had realized that she wasn’t as 
strong as she had assumed she was. She was afraid she 
wasn’t strong enough to live on the Valley of the Sun 
alone within her dream and not destroy herself. 

But she couldn’t let that happen. She owed it to Rio, 
to herself, and most of all to the child she carried. 

So she rode blindly, tears welling over her cheeks 
faster than the wind could dry them. She would go to 
the miracle of Rio’s well. Somehow she would find 
strength again as she had in the past. There was no 
other choice. 

The mare stopped just beyond the rim of the artesian 
pond, where grass grew in a startling swath of emerald. 
Wanting freedom to graze, Dusk tugged at the reins. 

Hope dismounted, leaving the horse in the patch of 
grass and finding another for herself. She sat without 
moving, remembering how it had been to be fully 
alive within her dream and Rio’s arms. With memories 
came tears the color of artesian water streaming down 
her face. 
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Sunlight thickened into the rich orange and molten 
gold of late afternoon. The wind lifted, keening over 
the land. She didn’t see the sun or hear the wind. She 
was lost in her memories and her broken dream, grop- 
ing for the strength she needed to go on. 

“Hope?” 

His voice was from the broken dream, deep and 
warm, a richness that was like a caress. A gentle hand 
smoothed over her hair, calling her from her memories. 
She blinked. 

And saw Rio through her tears. 

For a moment her eyes blazed with returning life, a 
dream made whole again. But even as emotion swept 
through her, she understood that she was seeing just 
half of a dream. The wind had blown, bringing him 
back to her. 

And it would blow again, taking him away. 

The life that had blazed in Hope faded, taking the 
dreams from her eyes. 

Rio called her name in a raw voice and knelt-beside 
her. 

She took his hand and cradled it against her cheek, 
wondering why half a dream took more strength to sur- 
vive than a dream that was utterly broken. 

He gathered her against his body as though she was 
more fragile than the dreams that had faded from her 
eyes. 

“I’m sorry, I never meant to hurt you,” he whis- 
pered. “Hope, please believe me.” 

He rocked slowly, stroking the cool silk of her hair, 
repeating his words over and over, hoping if he said 
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them often enough, they would take away her tears and 
replace them with the incandescent dreams that had 
once been there. 

She put her arms around Rio and let herself drift 
within half a dream, too emotionally spent to do more 
than fill her senses with his presence. He eased her 
down into the grass, cradling her against his warmth, 
talking to her softly, trying to explain the wind. His 
husky words wept over her like tears. 

“lve spent my life like the wind, roaming the land, 
looking for . . . something,” he said. “Like the wind, I 
never found it. Then I came to the Valley of the Sun 
and saw you fighting for your dream. [ wanted to help 
you the way I had helped other dreamers.” 

She lay quietly against him and her tears kept 
falling. 

“Then I began to dream, too,” he said. He brushed 
his lips over her soft hair. “I dreamed of a woman who 
loved the land more than she loved anything, yet she 
risked everything she loved on a drifter’s belief that he 
could find water where none had ever been found be- 
fore. I dreamed of a woman strong enough to stand 
against drought and soft enough to set my body on fire. 
I dreamed of a woman who offered me herself and 
asked nothing in return. I dreamed of a woman who 
looked at a half-breed and saw a man, and loved what 
she saw.” 

Rio’s arms tightened even as he felt the emotion that 
shook Hope’s body. He didn’t know whether it was joy 
or rage, love or hate, that made her tremble against 
him. He only knew that he had taken the dreams from 
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her eyes and had left the emptiness of the wind in their 
place. 

‘“‘My dream and your love frightened me,” he said, fi- 
nally understanding. “It was like a beautiful cage closing 
around me. So | ran and tried to find freedom in all the 
places I'd found it before. The land was there, but it 
wasn’t the same. It didn’t dream. It didn’t reach into my 
soul and make me want to dream with it. There was noth- 
ing but the wind mocking me, wind as empty as I was.” 

With a deep, yearning sound, Rio kissed Hope, try- 
ing to say what he didn’t have words to describe. 

Her hands crept beneath his jacket. When she felt 
the tension of his muscles and his heat radiating 
through her, she tried to speak, to tell him that she 
loved him, but her throat was completely choked with 
tears. So she simply held him and watched him with 
eyes that accepted everything, even the wind. 

“I came back to the Valley of the Sun,’ Rio said, try- 
ing to explain what he had only begun to understand 
himself. “The ranch looked beautiful, more beautiful 
than my dreams—until I found out that you weren’t at 
the house. No one would tell me where you were, 
when you would come back, if you would come back. 
Even Mason. He just looked me in the eye, said you’d 
cried for me, and I'd better not hurt you again.” 

Rio held Hope tight and close, afraid that she would 
slip away from him as everything else had, even the 
wind. 

He knew now what he had walked away from. 

“Marry me, Hope. Dream with me. Love me as 
much as I love you.” 
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“Rio...” Her voice trembled with tears even as she 
turned her lips to his. “I don’t want to cage the wind. 
You’d hate me.” 

“Never,” he said softly. “The wind taught me that 
it’s empty, not free. Like me without you. You’re my 
freedom.” 

He straightened for a moment and looked into her 
eyes, golden with tears and the setting sun. 

“You don’t—” His voice broke. He kissed her with 
a gentleness and tasted the tears that ran like molten 
gold over her lips. “You don’t have to have my chil- 
dren,” he said simply. “I know that’s too much to ask 
of any woman, even in my dreams.” 

The words went through Hope like a wild wind, 
Sweeping away everything but her love for Rio. She 
laughed and cried and whispered her love while she 
fumbled over the buttons of the denim jacket she wore, 
until she could open it and then the jeans and blouse 
beneath. 

“Hope?” 

Unable to speak, she took Rio’s hands and moved 
them over the warm silver necklace she always wore, 
his gift to the future. But it was the woman beneath the 
necklace that stopped his breath. Her breasts were 
swollen, her waist thickened, her stomach rounded 
with the promise of future life. 

Hope felt the sudden trembling of Rio’s hands, saw 
the disbelief and the incredible hope in his eyes as he 
looked at her. 

“Yes,” she whispered. “Ours. Our own dream 
growing.” 
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Rio bowed his head and touched the dream he had 
been afraid to believe in. 

She trembled as she felt his lips move over her skin, 
felt the warmth of his breath against her breasts and the 
unexpected, agonizing heat of his tears as he laid his 
cheek against their child and whispered his love. His 
words and his tears and his touch told her that he 
would always be with her, as close as her heartbeat, as 
deeply a part of her as the water hidden far beneath 
them. 

And like that water, their love would well forth irre- 
sistibly, bringing life to everything it touched. 


The wind ruffled the sunset surface of the artesian 
pond, caressed the two lovers entwined on the grass, 
and then sang softly down the canyon, blowing over 
the land, blowing alone. 
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